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1 . Man and Antarctica 


“Polar exploration,” wrote Mr. Cherry-Garrard, “is at once the 
cleanest and most isolated way of having a bad time that has yet 
been devised.” 

This eminent explorer might have added with truth that it is 
also the most gruelling way yet devised of thoroughly enjoying 
oneself, and reaching the richest spiritual rewards, since it embraces 
not only the hazards and satisfactions of all normal exploration, but 
also of those two mystical challenges that have ever lured men to 
victory or death: the mountain, the desert. 

In Antarctica the desert is white but the emotional appeal of 
its emptiness is as great as if it were brown, and no man who has 
lived from Choice in its utter loneliness, flaiiked by its vivid moun- 
tains, can fail to enjoy it in the fullest sense of the word. Virtually 
unchanged since the ice age, Antarctica is the last resort of yester- 
day in tihe world of tomorrow; and because of this, it is the earth’s 
last toehold for that restless, divided, dissatisfied, often defeated 
member of the human species, the practical dreamer. 

There is no time or place in most of our workaday world for the 
dreamers of yesterday, for the Lawrences of Arabia who would not 
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even be welcome nowadays unless they held the rank of ambassador 
arriving with an agreement for foreign aid. There is no room for the 
Byrons fighting for a good cause, lost or otherwise, for the Ameri- 
cans or Ae Russians take up the cause en masse. There are few 
places left to e^lorers that are not in part bound up with the 
trammels of civilization. 

Alone and apart, defiant and inexorable, Antarctica beckons 
to the mystic. For the man who cannot dream, for the explorer 
with no soul, it is a white hell. But for the visionary it is a white 
heaven, and it is no fortuitous accident that makes the same men 
return time and again to its pitiless wastes, some of them to master 
a few of its secrets, many of them to die. 

Yet no form of peaceful human endeavour demands so much 
of man as Hfe in Antarctica. The jungle paths of Africa, the moun- 
tain passes of China all have their perils, but man always knows 
that somewhere around him is life, even if hostile. A dusty shrub, 
the cry of an animal, a sudden splash of green grass can lend delight 
to men who do not even know if they will ever reach journey's end. 
Antarctica has none of these. It is lonely, dead, cruel, inhospitable, 
and irresistible. No breath of life clouds it. It has no animal to 
befriend one, no reptile to frighten, no insect to annoy; not even a 
spider to lend courage and set example. 

It has nothing of life, but it is clean, and perhaps because 
of this it is the last comer of our world where all adventure is 
clothed in the magic of the spirit. Because it is lifeless it is still of 
the ice age, so that man who travels to the bottom of the world 
is also travelling back in time. It is this, this extra dimension, that 
has made men like Scott and Shackleton, Byrd and Dufek, lose their 
hearts and their souls to Antarctica, so that always they await only 
the opportunity of returning to its savage isolation and deem them- 
selves lucky to be afforded the honor. To these names now must 
be added a new one: Vivian Fuchs, endowed with all the special 
qualities which Antarctica demands, but which are required all too 
infrequently in ordinary life. Courage, patience, endurance, yes; 
but there are many who have these in sufiBcient quantity to tnat-rh 
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their wits agajnst Antarctica’s unyielding ferocity. More is required; 
a spiritual quality, a quality of mysticism. A man does not say, 
even to himself, “I will go and explore Antarctica because it seems 
like a good idea.” Nor does the man crossed in love decide to for- 
get all in an attempt to reach the South Pole. 

The man who goes to Antarctica goes because he cannot 
help it, because the forces that drag him away from hearth and 
home, into squalor and cold, are too strong for him to deny. This 
is a call, a desire of the spirit which has nothing vulgar about it 
but which is, in fact, so strong that men will forsake all— wives, 
children, homes, friends — ^to fulfil it. No mistress was ever so 
demanding as the seventh continent. 

It is as well that these values be stated at the outset for they 
may help to underhne the qualities of the two chief characters 
in this volume. Sir Vivian Fuchs and Sir Edmund Hillary; not 
only their qualities, but their defects. Not only the similarities in 
their attitude towards Polar exploration, but the differences which 
caused so much controversy midway through the expedition, and 
upon which I shall have much to say later in this volume. 

The cynic may well say that though the spiritual lure of 
Antarctica could apply to men like Scott and Fuchs, it has nothing 
to do with the hundreds of American sailors who now hve in 
Antarctica, and this is in some degree true, but do not forget that 
the American sailors in Antarctica are members of the armed 
forces who are, in the words of Admiral Dufek, their leader, waging 
“the toughest operation I've ever seen, in war or peace.” To many 
of them, duty in Antarctica may have been a depressing mihtary 
chore, the soonest finished the better, but not to all; and certainly 
not to their leaders whose task was the unenviable one of sup- 
porting scientists, all volunteers, who had willingly chosen to live 
in such hostile surroundings to probe its secrets; the same reason, 
of course, which prompted the great journey of Dr. Fuchs. 

The cynic may also say that I too did not venture into 
Antarctica because of an overwhelming spiritual emotion. But 
I am not the maker of history, I am its eyewitness. Not for me the 
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laurels that await the conquering hero; for me there is the more 
mundane task of accompanying tomorrow's hero through his 
trials and tribulations. I go to war more often than the average 
man, but though I see shots fired in anger, I never fire one. Yet 
in my three months in Antarctica, during which time I was in 
such close contact with both Hillary and Fuchs, I did find, without 
any question whatsoever, a spiritual force denied to me in other 
comers of the world. I went there, to record the adventures of 
two great men, with no knowledge of what lay in store for me; 
I left almost three months later with an indefinable feeling of 
^citement, to which is added a secret hope that I hardly dare to 
admit, even to myself, that one day I may be able to return. 

As Fuchs started to make his final preparations for the trek 
that would make world history, the last great assault on Antarctica 
started. The vast, trackless wastes remained as in the days of Scott 
and Shackleton, but dotted here and there were encampments of 
men who somehow managed to survive in the white desert. The 
fearful terrain and the terrible conditions were just the same as 
when Scott and Shackleton had blazed their trails. But at each 
lonely spot where men had chosen to live, comforts unknown to 
the early explorers began to appear. There was a reason for this, 
and this too must be clearly stated at the outset so that the scene 
is properly set for the great adventure that is to follow. 

A long time had passed since Roald Amundsen discovered 
the South Pole in December iqn, and Captain Scott reached it 
only a month later and died on the return trip. Since then no man 
had reached the elusive Pole on foot, and no Englishman had 
been there — ^until with the convenience of modem aircraft, I flew 
there to await its two conquerors. Time and again men had tried 
to pierce the white shroud. Time and again they had been driven 
back. And long before Fuchs first dreamed of aossing the con- 
tinent, another man, perhaps the greatest ^lorer of all, had the 
same dream. This was Ernest Shackleton who, in 1913, launched 
his audacious plan for “the last great Polar journey that be 
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made" in which he hoped to cross the Antarctic and “solve the 
complete nature of the continent.” He never succeeded. 

As time passed, explorers of the new age took his place, 
predominant among them Admiral Byrd. And to B3^d, as with 
Scoth Shackleton, and Fuchs, all exploration was a means to a 
scientific end. Unlike Hillary, with his restless soul, B5o:d might 
have said as Fuchs said to me, “There is no point in going from 
A to B just for the sake of doing so.” Byrd was the great explorer of 
the air age, and as the president of the National Geographic Society 
said after his death in 1957, “No man in history contributed more 
to the knowledge of the Arctic and Antarctic iiian Byrd. This 
yeaF s great scientific assault on Antarctica represents the culmina- 
tion of his lifetime of work and leadership.” 

Byrd was never to reach the South Pole either. But he did 
fly over it, the first man to do so, and when the Pole Station was 
established shortly before his death, the Admiral who could not 
be present asked that the station should be named the Amundsen- 
Scott South Pole Station, for “it is fitting that we should honor 
the memories of those two great and gallant men who first reached 
the South Pole . . . Scott lies gently shrouded in the snows he 
loved and so often traversed. Amundsen lies at the other end of 
the earth, beneath the waters of the Arctic.” 

Byrd made his last visit to Antarctica in 1956, and by then a 
new character had stepped on the scene, the first man to land by 
aircraft at the South Pole, Rear-Admiral George Dufek of the 
United States Navy, Byrd’s “number two,” then his successor, and 
another man whom the Antarctic had drawn into her spell. 

Yet neither of these men, nor Fuchs either, could have under- 
taken their missions in Antarctica without a reason sufficiently 
important to wanant the great expense involved; and this reason 
was science. 

Twice before in history scientists made a concerted effort 
irrespective of national bitternesses and rivalries, to collaborate 
in an examination of the earth’s physical environment. In 1882, 
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the First International Polar Year studied geophysical aspects of 
the Polar regions, and fifty years later, in 1932-33, thirty-four 
countries cooperated in the Second International Polar Year. Now 
a third international year was being prepared, tiie International 
Geophysical Year of 1957^58, by far the largest joint enterprise 
ever undertaken in the name of science, and actually stretching 
over eighteen months. The program was vast, but much of it was 
centered on the Polar region, where nature herself had a titanic 
physical, chemical, and biological laboratory unequalled in the 
rest of the world. 

Since Fuchs made his trans-Antarctic crossing primarily in 
the name of science, the scientific background to his expedition 
and the immense efforts made by other nations are important. 
It was the backdrop to his trek, the scene in which he acted out 
his part, a drama of hundreds of characters, working as assiduously 
as he did, taking the same grave risks, to explore as never before 
lie forces of our earth. 

To lie explorers whose only goal was Antarctica — ^to men fike 
Fuchs who had dreamed of this journey for more than 20 years — 
science offered the perfect opportunity for a speedy marriage with 
exploration, for the scientific studies could never have been carried 
out without men to build bases in the midst of this icy wilderness. 
Much had to be done. Bases had to be established, supplies flown 
in to Antarctica. For the most part men would fly from point to 
point, but in this flying age. Dr. Fuchs had at last his great chance 
to study science in the grand manner of yesterday, on foot, alone, 
taking years to bring to a successful climax the most arduous 
joumty the world has ever known. 

While Fuchs was trying to raise funds, and later planning 
the expedition, the IGY started to take preliminary shape. It had 
always been flie great brainchild of Byrd, but now Byrd was too old 
to take part except from afar, and so Dufek stepped in, the man 
of action, who deserves the greatest possible aedit for the real 
opening up of Antarctica. Only two countries — the United States 
and Soviet Russia — ^had sufficient mon^ to build, equip, and even 



Man and Antarctica 


1 


more maintain a large number of bases — ^the only two countries, 
incidentally, which do not recognise the territorial daims to 
Antarctica made by other nations. 

Many of the suggested sites presented only problems of 
logistics and finance, but there was one that had an extra problem 
attached to it: the South Pole. No man had reached the Pole by 
land or air since Scott, but one day surely it would be “inhabited.” 
The United States decided it would be more politic for their 
country to set up a station there — an IGY station in the first in- 
stance — ^than the Russians. To have had Ihe Russians sitting at 
the South Pole would have been a bitter blow to Western pride. 

But could a plane land there? It could. At 8:34 p.m. on 
October 31, 1956, Admiral Dufek landed at the South Pole in a 
twin-engined DC3 piloted by Commander Gus Shinn, and planted 
the Stars and Stripes at the bottom of the world. From that mo- 
ment America knew it was only a question of time to fly in ten, 
twenty, or a hundred planes, tons of material, and equip and 
maintain a scientific base there. The trip would always be hazard- 
ous and diflicult, but it could be done, and done again. 

The Americans never waste time, and only three weeks later 
construction of the South Pole base started, when U.S. Navy 
planes put down an advance party of eight men on the plateau 
and Globemasters started parachuting building materials and 
supplies. 

Ever3dhing was to be supplied by air; because of the enatic 
landing conditions, most of it would be parachuted down. To 
support the Pole, and other scientific stations, a base had to be 
built at McMurdo Sound, the front door to Antarctica. Even this 
presented tremendous difficulties. From Christchurch in New 
Zealand to McMurdo Sound was 2,230 miles, with no alternative 
landing grounds over Antarctic water where no man can live for 
more than e^ht minutes. No wonder the project was called “Op- 
eration Deepfreeze.” 

When the Navy started planning the Pole Station in 1955-56 
Dufek had to work out the cost and he asked for 58 million dollars. 
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President Eisenhower cut it to 22 million dollars and told Dufek 
to do the best he could. Today the Pole Station with its comple- 
ment of eighteen men costs about 1 million dollars per man per 
year according to Paul Siple, first scientific leader to spend a winter 
there. 

With astonishing speed, three thousand Americans descended 
on the Antarctic continent and started to prepare the way for the 
IGY year soon to begin. By the time Fuchs was prepared to start, 
Antarctica was more than ready for the scientists so eager to dis- 
cover its secrets. 

Ten nations settled down in the Antarctic stations to work 
there until the IGY should end on December 31, 1958. Their 
main studies centered around terrestrial magnetism, the iono- 
sphere, polar radiation, cosmic rays, and the influence of Antarctic 
weather on the rest of the world’s weather. With this, scientists 
were studying in great detail and for the first time the effects of 
cold weather Hving on human beings and on the metals of their 
machines. 

Britain had two major contributions, the most important be- 
ing the Royal Society’s Halley Bay Base, with the Trans-Antarctic 
Expedition running it a dose second in scientific importance. 
America had seven bases, with McMurdo as its main logistics base 
where stores were to be landed before being flown to other bases. 
The station known as Little America, on the Ross Ice Shelf, was 
the most important scientifically, with the Pole second in scientific 
importance and first in pohtical significance. Among the other 
bases which I was to visit there was even a petrol fillin g station 
manned by three men at the foot of the Beardmore Glacier, 400 
miles from the nearest man. 

Russia had five bases, with Mirny the most important. It was 
one of the biggest bases in the Antarctic continent. With Mirny 
as their base, the Russians had sent off a tractor irain of 10 trac- 
tors, 20 sledges and 30 men to try and set up a base at the “Pole 
of Inaccessibility,” the point in Antarctica furthest removed from 
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the coast, while a Soviet air party formed a base named Vostok 
near the magnetic pole. 

The other nations taking part were New Zealand, Belgium, 
Australia, Argentina, Chile, France, Japan, and Norway. New 
Zealand had an expedition quite separate from the sm^n force 
under Sir Edmund Hillary whose task was to lend support to Dr. 
Fuchs. The main scientific party of New Zealanders was among 
other things exploring the Ross Sea Dependency for minerals, 
while another team was searching for a strange Antarctic area 
where the glaciers had retreated leaving valleys with that unusual 
phenomenon, no ice and snow. Australia maintained three bases, 
Argentina four, France two. 

The greatest work of all in this year of Antarctica fell to the 
Americans; the greatest adventure to the British. But above all, 
the IGY was a great international team effort in which every man 
played a part, and into that year. Dr. Siple said, were being tel- 
escoped decades of normal research, with findings that would 
affect the lives of people all over the world. 

The cost to the Americans was great. One icebreaker lost 
a propellor, another its propeller shaft. I saw a third stuck in the 
ice with its bows ripped open and frantic men, working at thirty 
below, welding steel plates to the buckled sheets of metal. An 
oil tanker was crushed between two ice floes and as her seams 
opened she spilled nearly 150,000 gallons of aviation fuel. Damage 
to ships in the vital four months of preparation cost $300,000. 
The flying hazards were even worse, for the flight to establish the 
Pole station was never routine and still is not. Six aircraft were 
taken from the active Polar list, induding damage to three giant 
Globemasters costing a million pounds each; one of the carcasses 
in the snow was my only view for weeks without end at McMurdo. 
The logistical difficulties were fantastic, and quite apart from 
food and equipment, 42 per cent of all the space in cargo ships 
going to Antarctica was being used for fuel while the bases were 
being established. Now that they are established, and the operation 
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is one of resupply, tiie cargo space required for fuel has risen to 
70 per cent. 

The IGY was not confined to the Polar regions, and, in all, 
64 nations planned to spend about $420 million for research 
during the 18 months of the “year” that started at midnight on 
June 30, 1957. A large proportion of the effort and money was 
being spent on the Polar regions, not only to make up for any 
lack of knowledge of the least explored part of the earth, but be- 
cause of their special positions. Not only is Antarctica the ice 
reserve of the world (and therefore in a sense the water reserve) 
but also the center of several phenomena that affect even now our 
daily lives. In the sphere of physical science much is hard to under- 
stand, but in nonscientific language, the scientific work of the 
IGY in Antarctica was best summed up in Admiral Dufek’s book 
Operation Deepfreeze: 

“The answers to many questions will be sought. Is there a 
relationship between sunspots and solar flares and long-range radio 
transmission? What causes the aurora? What is the nature of 
cosmic rays and where do they come from? Are we in a changing 
cycle of weather? Is the earth warming or cooling? Are glaciers 
receding? 

“Several studies will undoubtedly influence our rocket pro- 
gram: meteorology — 3. knowledge of the wind system (velocity and 
direction) above the stratosphere is necessary for navigation of 
missiles, and of the density of the atmosphere because it will deter- 
mine the type of metal casing for the rocket. Magnetism ... is 
important to guidance systems which may be affected by the 
distribution of the earth’s magnetic forces; ionosphere — ^informa- 
tion is needed to determine day-to-day fluctuations of its layers 
because they influence radio waves, and with a guidance system 
using radio waves, this would be extremely important; cosmic rays 
— 3 study of these rays influenced by solar activity . . . will serve 
as the basis for all operational procedures in guided missiles, etc. 

“The weather has always played an important part in the 
life of man throughout the advance of civilization. It influences 
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his manner of living, the construction of his shelter, his production 
and commerce, and the food he eats. Early and reliable reporting 
of weather, and if possible its control, has been the objective of 
meteorologists throughout the years. Weather is a global entity. 
To understand the whole it is necessary to have knowledge of each 
part. The part that has been missing in the past has been knowledge 
of the remote regions of the southern hemisphere, especially Ant- 
arctica. 

“During the IGY, nearly 65 stations will be established in 
the Antarctic and the surrounding areas. For the first time in the his- 
tory of man scientists will attempt to construct daily weather 
maps of this huge continent and surrounding oceans. Thus the 
missing link in a world weather map will be fitted into the pattern. 
It will probably be possible to predict the weather all over the 
world more accurately and further in advance. A few dreamers 
even look forward to the day when it may be possible to control 
the weather. Such men foresee fresh water that falls on the oceans 
— ^three-fifths of the earth's surface — ^may be diverted to the 
Sahara desert, the dust bowls of the United States and other 
arid land. Agriculture would flourish in now barren lands. Food 
could be plentiful for all. 

“Here in the Antarctic we have the opportunity to help remove 
the causes that breed wars. We can use tiie tools developed to 
prosecute wars to build bases and support the scientists in order 
that they may unlock the secrets of our universe.” 

To find these answers, all kinds of strange scientific instru- 
ments were taken to Antarctica, ranging from ingenious cameras 
(called the Gartlein All-Sky Camera) which took pictures of the 
entire sky every five minutes to provide a continuous record, to 
pink dye which was injected into penguin eggs so that^ when 
hatched, the colored down of the birds would make it easier to 
track them and study their behavior. 

Seismology, in which the Fuchs expedition was to concentrate, 
would give the world the first accurate picture of the contours of 
the Antarctic continent. This work alone was of major help to the 
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Americans who were trying to map Antarctica by aerial photog- 
raphy, Fuchs, and Fuchs alone, was to give the Americans enough 
information to turn their flat aerial photographs into photographs 
in depth. 

To correlate this scientific knowledge, without which it would 
have been valueless, the IGY conceived the “IGY Calendar” 
which named three days in each month as “World Days.” On 
these days, comphcated observations were made all over the 
world, synchronised to the exact second to give scientists a com- 
plete world picture of physical forces affecting the earth at the 
same time. 

Was it all worth it? There are two answers, both of which 
come from the voices of other men. I sat drinking whisky at the 
Pole one night with George Dufek, a strange blend of the practical 
and the idealist, a man of great personal courage and integrity, 
and when I asked him that question, as we awaited the arrival of 
Fuchs from South Ice, he said to me, “If the IGY finds the answers 
to its questions, it will affect almost every field of human activity — 
shipping, construction, air travel, agriculture, radio communica- 
tions, navigation. You know, scientists will never admit how much 
their findings are worth, hut one eminent scientist told me that 
the work in the Antarctic these i8 months will be worth a billion 
dollars to the free world's rocket programme. Rocket powered 
commercial space ships will be able to fly round the world in three 
hours. All of us here — ^you and I, Noel, and Bunny Fuchs on the 
trail — ^are in at the turning point of space knowledge.” 

And there was another, even more fundamental reason 
which the Polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen gave for man’s restless 
quest after knowledge. It is of no purpose, he believed, to discuss 
the use of knowledge. Man wants to know and when he ceases to 
be curious, he will no longer be man. 

Into this great field of adventure, there slowly moved the 
puny, magnificent, impertinent effort of Vivian Fuchs, determined 
to cross the world’s last frontier for the first time in history. 

This volume, with its background of scientific work of a dozen 



Man and Antarctica 13 


or more nations, is about that last great journey and the indomit- 
able man who made it. It is a tale of a conquest, of lonely men 
struggling from opposite ends of the continent in fulfflment of 
one man's dream; an adventure so out of tune with the age of 
the airplane that many people must have asked “Why on earth 
go on foot when you can fly? What’s the point of it?” Yet it was 
to prove a journey of infinite value not only to science but to tiie 
spirit of adventure which is what makes man man. 

But this tale is more than that, for it is also the story of two 
strange and restless men, Fuchs and Hillary, so similar in courage, 
so different in character; differences that caused bitter feeling 
between the two explorers that no platitudinous phrases can cover 
up. In the following pages, the characters of these two men will 
reveal themselves, as they were revealed to me from my curious 
vantage point between the two of them; and in these pages will 
be answered too, I hope, some of the questions which Dr. Fuchs 
has refrained from dwelling upon in his own account of the journey. 

Was Hillary right to go to the Pole? Had he planned it before 
in secret or was it an unpremeditated dash? And once Hillary had 
reached the Pole, did Fuchs really ask him to stay, wait for him 
then guide him back across the plateau? If so, why did Hillary re- 
fuse? Had Fuchs and Hillary quarrelled before? 

Inevitably with two such contrasting characters, all these 
questions arise and there are answers to each of them. Yet the 
personal differences in no way detract from the magnificence of 
the achievement, for this was no film with carefully delineated 
characters, this was a chunk of life in the raw lived by men with 
normal defects as well as bravery. 

In a very small way, my own part is portrayed in this volume 
too. It was not heroic, but since both of these great explorers 
reached the South Pole, I think it is proper that, with my greater 
length of time there, I should give my personal impressions of 
what this strange little white oasis was like, how it was maintained, 
and what Fuchs and Hillary found on their arrivals there. I had 
too, as part of the general picture of Antarctica, considerable 
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experience of flying, which though far less arduous than the work 
of Fuchs and Hillary, may still have given me impressions which 
complete the picture. 

But the hook in truth is the story of the Expedition, of the 
great dangers that beset it, of the drama in human relationships 
and, above all, the story of Bunny Fuchs. 

His road was a lonely one, the kind of road that thwarted 
Shacldeton’s great ambition, that cost Scott his death a few miles 
only from safety. As I followed the bitter adventures of Fuchs, 
I thought often of Scott, after he had conquered the Beardmore, 
moving across the gently rising plateau to the Pole, and in his 
tent one night entering into his diary these words: 

"We see only a few miles of ruffled snow, bounded by a vague 
wavy horizon, but we know that beyond that horizon are hundreds 
and even thousands of miles which can offer no change to the 
weary eye . . . One knows there is neither tree, nor shrub, nor 
any living thing, nor even inanimate rock — ^nothing but this 
terrible limitless e3q)anse of snow. It has been so for countless years, 
and it will be so for countless more. And we, little human insects, 
have started to crawl over this awful desert . . . Could anything 
be more terrible than this silent, wind-swept immensity?” 

Scott was to die. But Fuchs was to live with the glory and 
to add his share to human knowledge. It was my privilege to see 
this being done, and to watch the adventure unfold, perhaps more 
than any other man, for I saw it from both sides — ^as one trail of 
“httie human insects” crawled firom the Weddell Sea and another 
from the Ross Sea. And I saw too the characters of the men in 
this splendid love af^ir between adventure and science, and the 
courage of one who was determined to carry on to the end — ^Fuchs, 
long under the spell of Antarctica's mystic attraction which, as 
Byrd wrote ten years previously, "sirenlike challenges the restless, 
adventure-himgry postwar world.” 
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The time was 1948, the place Graham Land, Antarctica. Here, 
when Fuchs was leader of the Falkland Islands Dependencies 
Survey, a violent blizzard sprung up with all the sudden ferocity 
that makes Antarctica's weather the most savage in tiie world. It 
was impossible for men, the only hving creatures for thousands 
of miles around, to move, and for three days Fuchs was trapped 
in his tent, the only blob of color in the swirling white storm. 
Three days is a long time to be cooped up, huddled in a sleeping 
bag for warmth, cooking alone, digging snow under the tent walls 
to heat and melt for drinking water, with the flaps of the tent 
fastened tightly, cutting one off from the world outside, however 
hostile; a time for boredom, a time for depression; or a time for 
making dreams come true. 

This was the moment in the life of Fuchs when the hopes 
he had nursed for so long moved, in his mind, from the shadow 
world of an impossible dream to the arena of practical possibility; 
the moment when he knew he could do it, the moment when he 
knew he would do it. The dream of crossing Antarctica had been 
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conceived many years previously, but this was the moment when 
it was really bom. 

For over twenty years Fuchs had dreamed of making the 
trans-Antarctic trip where Shackleton had failed. His wife has 
told how he even took maps and books about the South Pole 
on their honeymoon twenty-three years ago and how, even then, 
he mapped out the very same route he was eventually to follow. 
But during those three lonely days in his sleeping bag, he first 
visualised the trek and the way it could be brought about. It would 
need a great deal of money, powerful backing, and much time, 
too. And time meant patience. Fuchs himself knew that he was 
equipped for the task, but that would not be enough, for explorers 
and scientists are not immune from human jealousies and rivalries 
that affect less noble callings. Fuchs was going to find it almost 
as hard to start the expedition as to end it. But in fact, both the 
start in 1948, and the end ten years later, demanded of Fuchs 
the same qualities — ^philosophy in the face of setbacks, a deter- 
mination not to surrender, and incalculable patience. 

Vivian Ernest Fuchs was bom on February 11, 1908, the 
son of a German who emigrated to England at the age of seven 
and became a prosperous farmer. The son was educated at 
Brighton College and St. John’s College, Cambridge, a choice 
which had much to do with Fuchs’ passion for exploring, for there 
in 1929, he went on his first expedition with Sir James Wordie, 
then a tutor of St John’s, to Greenland. 

Throughout the years, Fuchs and Wordie used to talk about 
the dream of a trans-Antarctic crossing, and finally it was Wordie, 
the father of British exploration, who lent the powerful support 
necessary to start Fuchs off. Sir James, now Master of St. John’s, 
had been chief scientist with Shackleton’s expedition; he has a 
glacier named after him in Greenland, and as one friend put it, 
“At Cambridge, Fuchs used to spend all his spare tihae planning 
the expedition with Wordie.” 

Fuchs went abroad. He made one trip eiq>loring Africa. 
He spent three years at a stretch in Antarctica — one year more 
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than planned when the relief ship John Briscoe which was to 
bring him and his party back to England could not force a passage 
through the pack ice. Fuchs had to stay another winter before 
being relieved — ^and calmly settled down to more scientific work. 

But all the time he and Wordie kept in touch, when thqr 
could. And as soon as Fuchs returned from Antarctica he made 
posthaste to see his old tutor and friend at Cambridge and told 
him the time was ripe to go ahead. Wordie promised to do 
everyibing he could to help. Before long Fuchs was made director 
of the Falkland Island Dependencies Scientific Bureau, a post 
which finally showed the measure of his skills both as an “old 
Antarctic hand” and as a scientist. 

Fuchs and Wordie went into action — ^and came up against 
immediate and bitter opposition to his plans. The Scott Polar 
Research Institute treated the proposed expedition as a joke. Thoie 
were many who thought it impossible to set up a base on (he 
Weddell Sea coast where Shackleton's ship, the Endurance, had 
been crushed in the ice (and where Fuchs almost met disaster 
before the crossing proper started) . But Sir James Wordie wielded 
great power behind the scenes — ^the more so because he believed 
passionately that where Shackleton had failed in crossing Antarc- 
tica, another man could succeed given courage, modem machines, 
air support — ^and money. 

In the end it was the greatest living Englishman who gave 
Bunny Fuchs his chance. In 1954, four years after returning 
from Antarctica, Fuchs met Churchill. He told him the whole 
story, of the opposition, of Ihe possibilities, botii of failure and 
success — ^in the shy, diffident marmer which belies so much of 
Fuchs’ determination. Churchill was so impressed he ananged 
for Fuchs to tdl his story again to the Conference of Common- 
wealth Prime Ministers. At that historic meeting, Fuchs literally 
sold the idea to the world; for he came away with pledged financial 
support. Sir Winston promised him £100,000 from the British 
Government New Zealand offered £50,000, South Africa £18,000. 
Shortly afterwards. The Times and the BBC offered sul^tantial 
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sums for the journalistic and broadcasting rights, and public 
subscriptions were started to bring the figure up to the half million 
mark. 

It was very little by modem counting metibods, but it was 
just enough to see him through with i6 men, ten tracked vehicles, 
two dog teams, two single-engined aircraft and Hillary's support 
party, which planned to go out from the other side of Antarctica 
and prove the last 700 miles of the 2,000 mile route. Fuchs set 
about choosing a team of volunteers, to whom he ofEered flat 
salaries of £10 each a week. Many had to relinquish well-paid 
jobs for the journey, yet Fuchs insisted that they sign away all 
their book, newspaper and lecture rights for two years after their 
return. He had no shortage of men aching to go with him. 

Early in 1955, a London committee was formed under the 
chairman ship of Sir John Slessor, and a scientific subcommittee 
made the first approach to the RAF for the air support so necessary 
to the expedition. 

A year of intensive work lay ahead of Fuchs, for until now, 
he was almost on his own. He knew exactly the route he planned 
to take, he knew exactly how he wanted the expedition to be 
undertaken, he knew what kind of men he wanted; but finding 
the men, organising the complex facets of such a large-scale 
expedition took nearly twelve months. 

Once again, though, time did not matter. The e3q>edition 
was guaranteed, and Fuchs knew he was going to attempt the 
historic crossing. He had waited years before gaining the necessary 
support. Another year or two of waiting were quite unimportant, 
particularly if that time could be profitably employed in planning 
the trek down to the last detail, and in rugged training of the men 
when selected. 

Mrs. Fuchs (a remarkable woman in her own right who had 
made a journey alone round the world before her maniage in 
1943) summed up Fuchs’ contempt for time by saying, “This 
wasn’t a quick boyish adventure. My husband has carried this idea 
through his life. . . .” 



The Birth of the Trans-Antarctic Expedition 19 

But there was much work to be done before this. 

By early 1955, with the hope that the advance party could 
sail for the Weddell Sea later in the year, Fuchs had chosen his 
first four men. David Stratton was appointed deputy leader and 
in charge of stores, and to him fell the gigantic task of writing to 
all the firms who would supply material for the expedition; for 
though large sums had been promised, Fuchs had, as The Observer 
pointed out, “to plan his expedition in a typically British way” 
with contributions from manufacturers and suppliers as well as 
cash grants. 

Stratton was to prove a great strength to Fuchs right from 
the start of the planning. At the same time David Pratt was 
chosen for the engineering side, while George Lowe, Hillary's 
friend from Everest and the only New Zealander up to that time, 
handled publicity and public appeals for funds. From the RAF 
came Squadron Leader John Lewis, one of the force’s greatest 
Antarctic pilots, whose courage is only matched by his experience. 
Lewis was to make an historic flight from South Ice to Scott 
Base in a single-engined aircraft The fact that he made it wear- 
ing a top hat only added to the luster. Fuchs let Lewis choose his 
men for the air support party, and as Fuchs became more and 
more snowed under with the paper work of the expedition, Lewis 
flew to Canada to order the aircraft. 

By mid-1955, the planning was well under way, and by then 
Hillary had agreed to lead the New Zealand support party. 

No two men could be more different from each other. Hillary 
was 6 feet 4 inches, tall and rangy, a rough diamond with a rough 
diamond’s attitude to life, ready when annoyed to express himself 
extremely forcibly. Fuchs was stocky, deceptively shy in manner, 
quiet, polished, almost suave. Later, after Ibe Pole dash, HiUaiy, 
increasingly anxious about spending the winter in Antarctica, 
was never afraid to make criticisms of the way Fuchs was behind 
schedule; but though Fuchs may have been bitterly upset at tike 
publicity given to their differences, I never heard him criticise 
Hillary in the slightest. 
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The difiEerences in character were even more profound. 
Antarctica demands, above all else from a man, the quality of 
patience. Fuchs had it to an astonishing degree. Hillary didn’t. 
Douglas Liversidge, the author, who was in the vessel John Briscoe 
which rescued Fuchs after he had been cut off for a year in 
Antarctica in 1948, said that when his vessel arrived, “none of the 
men showed any depression, yet here is Hillary after a few months 
in Antarctica complaining about the monotony.” Mr. Liversidge 
thought, as many Antarctic e3q)erts did, that “it would have been 
a better choice to have somebody with great Antarctic experience 
to lead the supporting party instead of Hillary, men who are 
attuned to loneliness and wouldn’t have become bored like 
Hfflary.” 

This fundamental difference in character was inevitable 
since one man was a scientist and the other an explorer. While 
to Fuchs, brought up under the wing of Sir James Wordie, science 
was a major reason for the e3q)edition, Hillary was basically un- 
interested in science. He regarded Fuchs’ interminable seismic 
soundings as one more way of slowing up the adventure, and was 
not ahraid to say so. I am quite certain also (as this book will show) 
that while Fuchs had never thought of the South Pole as anything 
more than a point to be reached on the way across Antarctica, 
Hillary, from the moment he agreed to work with Fuchs, hoped 
secretly that he might reach the Pole. Instinctively he knew the 
great reclame such a dash would make, a dash which fitted in 
perfectly with the restless energy of a man who regarded every 
obstacle with personal hostility, and as a challenge to be overcome 
at the first opportunity before moving on to the next one. 

Both had points in common — ^resolution, great courage, 
amazing powers of endurance; but there tiie similarities end. 
Perhaps Fuchs chose Hillary because he knew that, above all, 
Hillary was a very brave man with the strength of an ox; and also 
he was a New Zealander, and it was a happy thought that the 
leader of the support party should come from the country that did 
so much, and gave so much, towards the success of the enterprise. 
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By November 1955, plans had sufficiently progressed for 
an advance party led by Fuchs to leave for Antarctica, where 
eight men would spend the winter completing a base to be knoWn 
as Shacldeton, while Fuchs would return to London. Fuchs char- 
tered an ice ship called the Theron, 829 tons, for the journey to 
the Weddell Sea, at a cost of £275 a day. She was a fine little 
vessel, as she needed to be for the Weddell Sea, built in Glasgow 
especially for work in the ice pack, and had been operating as a 
sealer in the Canadian Arctic. The Theron planned to stop at 
Montevideo to pick up Hillary and Squadron Leader John Claydon 
of the New Zealand RAF, who would be in charge of air operations 
from the New Zealand Scott Base when it was established later 
on McMurdo Sound. Fuchs thought it a good idea that they 
should have some Antarctic training on the Weddell Sea coast 
as well. 

The eight men chosen to spend the first winter establishing 
the Shackleton base were the four men originally chosen by Fuchs, 
plus the second batch of four he had picked: Ken BlaiHock, a 
surveyor and dog handler, who would be in charge of the winter 
party, Hannes La Grange, meteorologist from South Africa, 
Taffy Williams of the RAF, in charge of radio, and Ralph Lenton, 
who would be in charge of base construction, but also qualified in 
radio. 

Even this preliminary task — ^to be undertaken long before 
the crossing proper — ^was a formidable one, for the Weddell Sea 
had the most treacherous ice pack of all Antarctica. 

It was here in 1915 that Shaddeton's Endurance was crushed 
by the ice. Shackleton and his men drifted for nearly fifteen 
months in the ice pack, moving almost 1,500 miles until finally 
they took to small boats and reached Elephant Island in the South 
Shetlands. From there, in one of Antarctica's most dramatic 
voyages, Shackleton sailed another 800 miles for help in a 22-foot 
whaleboat, reaching South Georgia Island and bringing back 
rescuers for the men he had left behind. 

This was the scene that awaited Fuchs when he set off for the 



22 THE WHITE DESERT 


Weddell Sea, and the little Theron sailed down the Thames 
with an incredible variety of stores, ranging from crackers for the 
midwinter “Christmas Day” — ^Midsummer’s Day in Britain — ^to 
the first of the three ton Sno-Cats that would finally cross the con- 
tinent. The vessel also carried two light aircraft, two Weasels, and 
twenty-four huskies. 

Fuchs knew the Weddell Sea and all the dangers that awaited 
him there, but he hoped that with the help of John Lewis flying 
a light aircraft, it would be possible to search out routes ahead in 
the ice pack. But it was touch and go. Lewis was able on occasion 
to give idle Theron a sure route, but the ice shifted so rapidly and 
built up so quickly that the tiny ship was delayed time after time. 
This delay very nearly cost the expedition disaster when it had 
hardly started, for it delayed the arrival of the Theron at the Wed- 
dell Sea coast by nearly three weeks — a critical three weeks during 
the comparatively short Antarctic summer. 

When the Theron finally reached the ice cliffs that mark the 
edge of the continent, they had other problems to face. In some 
parts the cliffs were loo feet high, in others only 15 feet. Lewis was 
entrusted with the task of finding the most favourable spot at which 
to land the stores; and, as Fuchs said, “We are prepared to get our 
equipment ashore anywhere on cliffs up to a height of 30 feet.” 

The Theron earned a supply of telegraph poles so tha^ if neces- 
sary, Fuchs could make a bridge that would slope from the deck of 
the Theron to the cliff tops and be strong enough for the Sno-Cat 
to trundle across; this they arranged to do on a stretch of the solid 
ice-coast picked out from the ice chffs of the Weddell Sea that were 
often floating on top of the sea and frequentiy split away. 

The advance party landed safely in the Antarctic high sum- 
mer, and pitched their tents. All set to work to start building the 
base as quickly as possible. 

Then disastrous weather really struck the tiny camp, with such 
ferocity that almost all the stores remaining had to be landed from 
the Theron in less than a week, while the party watched the ice liter- 
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ally closing in on them and threatening to crush their ship as it had 
crushed the Endurance forty years before. This was a disaster that 
had to be beaten. 

Already, the Theron had been trapped in the ice pack for three 
weeks while the armchair critics in London who had opposed Fuchs 
did not disguise their delight that the Weddell Sea, which had 
beaten Shackleton, had also — so they thought — ^beaten Fuchs. Now 
it looked as though she would be trapped for the winter, and at £275 
a day that could have meant the end financially of the Trans- 
Antarctic Expedition. Fuchs himself told of its most hazardous 
moments. “Our plan was to stay as long as we dared, to advance 
the construction of a hut for the eight men in the wintering party,” 
he said, “but luck was against us. On February 10 a 6o-knot blizzard 
struck. It was pretty awful. Visibility was down to a matter of feet. 
The wind began blowing water in over the ice. Our stores were 
flooded and some of the boxes began floating away. We had to wade 
knee deep to rescue them. As quickly as possible we began trying to 
get them to higher ground. We had to put up posts every 50 feet 
to guide us.” 

Fuchs had planned to build Shackleton base at a point 120 
feet above sea level, Vahsel Bay, on ice 1,000 feet thick, and so bad 
was the blizzard that, according to Fuchs, “The party up at the base 
side knew nothing of our diflficulties. Then the wind began to pull 
at the Theron and the stem cables holding her to the ice broke. 
The ship disappeared from view. We carried on rescuing stores and 
half an hour later the Theron loomed up. I ordered everybody on 
board. The ship laid off for twenty-four hours and then came back 
and we started work again ” 

The decision to leave came soon afterwards. Ken Blaiklock 
was flying in one of the expedition aircraft that had been safely un- 
loaded when he saw vast floes of ice coming in and free water be- 
ginning to freeze. “We didn't dare to stay any longer,” said Fuchs. 
“When this particular condition comes about, even an icebreaker 
cannot get through. I gave orders to pull out as soon as the last few 
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bits of stores had been unloaded. I apologized to Blaiklock for hav- 
ing to leave him and his boys with so much work to do. We had 
hoped to have the living-hut partially completed.” 

But nothing was completed. The expedition was having its 
first lesson (as though Fuchs needed it) in the contrariness of the 
Antarctic weather, the force that rules every life. Firstly the pack 
had delayed the Theron so that she was three weeks later than ex- 
pected in arriving. Then Fuchs had hoped to stay in Antarctica until 
around the end of March — ^yet the ice was so dangerous he had to 
pull out in mid-February. 

The eight men were left behind — ^with virtually nothing started 
and with the prospect of winter ahead. But the weather had not 
finished with them yet and what had happened was nothing to what 
was to follow. 

When Fuchs sailed away — ^and what a moment that must 
have been for the eight men against the ice! — ^they set about build- 
ing a temporary shelter by reassembling the crate of a Sno-Cat as 
their ‘living room” while using four double-skinned tents for sleep- 
ing, two to a tent. Once the Sno-Cat room was up, the party started 
to erect the wall sections of their main hut. Then another blizzard 
strudc this featureless extremity of the Weddell Sea ice shelf. The 
main hut — or what was built of it — ^vanished overnight under drifts 
of snow twenty feet deep. The Sno-Cat hut miraculously withstood 
the tempest, but then, as the men came out of their tents to see 
what they could save from the ruins, the sea ice broke up, and in 
one despairing moment the eight men saw almost all their stores 
carried away to sea. All their coal, almost all their paraffin for heat- 
ing, two huts, a tractor — all vanished to sea. The eight men with 
winter already upon them were left with food, four tents, and the 
crate— twenty feet by eight feet and seven feet high. 

There was nothing that anybody could do for them, no hope 
of readiing them until the following November. The walls and the 
ceiling of the crate were covered with frosh the ventilators were 
blocked, and sometimes the air inside was so heavy with carbon 
dioxide that the men could not even light matches. They suffered 
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from violent headaches and vomiting. The thermometer went down 
to minus 64 degrees, and the wind up to 75 knots. Blaitdock esti- 
mated that the eight men shovelled more than 120 tons of snow by 
hand out of the one building they were able slowly to erect in these 
primitive conditions. 

Meanwhile, the Theron had returned to London. Hillary flew 
home to select his party and start training in the New Zealand Alps. 
Fuchs went ahead with the last details before leaving again for 
Shackleton, where he too would spend a winter of training before 
actually starting the adventure at the beginning of the Antarctic 
summer late in 1957. 

In mid-November 1956, Fuchs sailed from London for the 
Weddell Sea in a Danish ice ship, the Magga Dan. A month later 
Hillary set off from New Zealand in a wooden vessel called the 
Endeavour, but which was in fact the good old John Briscoe, which 
had rescued Fuchs after his three years in Antarctica and, on being 
acquired for the expedition, had been renamed. 

Fuchs had now completed his party, with Jon Stephenson, of 
Austraha, as a geologist; Geoffrey Pratt (no relation of David), 
seismologist; Hal Lister, glaciologist; and Allan Rogers, medical 
officer. 

Both vessels arrived in Antarctica about the same time. On 
both sides of the white desert, the men were ready for action. But 
it was to be nearly a year before the trek really started. 

The New Zealanders estabhshed Scott Base and started prov- 
ing the route across the Ross Ice Shelf towards the Skelton Glacier. 
Scott Base, only two miles from the American base of McMurdo, 
on Ross Island, became a cozy, warm, and hospitable home from 
home. It even had a post oflEce of its own with its postmaster. 
(When I asked whether I could send a private telegram to my wife 
from Scott Base, one expedition member said “Sure — ask the post- 
master. He'll fix it for you.” Then he bowed to the postmaster. It 
was Hillary, legally invested with this title by the New Zealand au- 
thorities.) All members of the New Zealand team wintered over at 
Scott Base. 



26 THE WHITE DESERT 


At Shacldeton, Fuchs faced one big problem. All his knowl- 
edge, backed now by aerial reconnaissance, suggested that by far the 
most diflEcult portion of his trip would be the initial run from Shack- 
leton to South Ice (originally called Depot 300), a point 270 miles 
from Shacldeton on the route to the South Pole. In February Fuchs 
flew over the terrain to select the best route to South Ice, where he 
proposed to establish an advance depot with fuel for John Lewis, 
so that he could fly directly from South Ice to Scott when eventually 
Fuchs had passed this point on his trek proper. 

A hut was established at South Ice, and it was decided to leave 
three men there to occupy it for the Antarctic winter. Here again 
near-disaster almost overtook the expedition before it had really 
started. Two of the men wintering at South Ice, Blaiklock and 
Stephenson, were lost for twelve days in a blizzard while doing sci- 
entific work in temperatures down to minus 52 degrees, near South 
Ice. For eleven days the weather was so bad that no flying was pos- 
sible, but on the twelfth Fuchs flew out in a high wind with Lewis 
and, ten miles from South Ice, in a sudden miraculous break in the 
blizzard, discovered the two men. The plane managed to land near 
the men and picked them up. They were suffering from frostbite, 
and their rations had almost gone. The Otter plane flew on to South 
Ice and landed, according to Dr. Fuchs, “in high drift, visibility of 
66 yards, surface invisible.” 

Fuchs flew back to Shackleton and the three scientists were 
left at South Ice until October, while Fuchs and his colleagues at 
Shackleton prepared for the winter, overhauling gear, sledges, and 
vehicles for the following Antarctic summer. 

By March 1957, work was sufficiently advanced for Fuchs to 
send a progress report to the London headquarters. It was as laconic 
as usual, yet full of word pictures: “Depot 300 now called South 
Ice. Special lightweight aluminum and plywood hut completed 
February 22, together with electric light from petrol or wind gen- 
erators. Hut built in five foot hole in snow to hasten drifting to 
roof which ensures warmth. Temperature at South Ice already 
minus 40 degrees Fahrenheit, which is 30 degrees lower than 
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Shackleton. So far 15 tons stores transported by air — four tons to 
go. Snow tunnels provide housing for stores, generator, and cold 
temperature laboratory.” 

Of Shackleton, Fuchs reported; “Exit from hut via tunnel and 
trapdoor at snow surface. Tunnel leads through door past bathroom, 
coalhouse, through workshop, then past surgery and survey oflEce to 
large living room, where Queen's portrait hangs one end; other 
walls decorated gay travel posters and one water color. Library 
shelves round wall and four-berth cabins open off north wall. Lad- 
der leads to attic store. Kitchen at east end with radio room, met 
oflEce and darkroom beyond. All interior hut very warm. Each man 
cooks four days in rotation. Washing up, cleaning, bringing in ice 
for water generator, and dog feeding, etc., part-time chore for two 
daily. 

“Breakfast 0800 hours work stops 2300 hours except for night 
pilot, radio operator, and met observer who rise later in the morn- 
ing. Persistent wind and low temperatures coat each bearded face 
with rime and ice which is pulled off on entering hut revealing 
healthy glowing countenances. Apart from normal washing, each 
man in turn has bathroom for baths and clothes wash one day. 
Dogs still in open but going to tunnels when weather worsens. They 
thrive on seal meat and are now fat like woolly sheep and in good 
condition for winter. Recent scene at ice edge was Stratton hand- 
feeding killer whales who rose to steal titbits. It was reminiscent of 
Bertram Mills sea lions. We are hoping for balancing act by 
autumn. All well.” 

The Antarctic winter was almost there, but after their initial 
disasters, the camps were in good shape. The three parties — 
Shackleton, South Ice, and Scott Base — dug in for the long Ant- 
arctic night, concentrating on scientific work and preparing their 
gear. And as Bunny Fuchs casually ended his message, all was well. 

When the first streaks of “dawn” heralded the end of winter, 
there was still one more preparatory task to be done before the 
expedition started. Fuchs hoped to leave early in November for Ihe 
actual crossing, but prior to that; when the daylight came in Octo- 



28 THE WHITE DESERT 


ber, he detennined to make a proving trip to South Ice, the im- 
portant steppingstone for the crossing. He planned to travel lightly, 
to find out the worst crevassed areas before risking all his men and 
machines. On October 8, he set out, while the aircraft relieved the 
three men who had wintered over at this lonely depot. 

Fuchs found the going tremendously difficult. Though only 
270 miles from Shaddeton, his actual journey to South Ice covered 
400 miles because of crevassed areas, and though Fuchs estimated 
it would take thirteen days, it took five weeks before one Sno-Cat 
and one Weasel and a dog team got through. One Weasel was 
abandoned on this reconnaissance. Almost 70 miles of the route 
were found to be heavily crevassed, and with the vehicles roped 
together, progress at times was reduced to two miles a day, and on 
some occasions as low as half-a-mile a day. Time after time the 
vehicles or dogs fell into crevasses, some of them big enough, as 
Fuchs said, to take a London bus. The small party plodded along 
the Filchner Ice Shelf and climbed the ice wall that skirted the 
Shaddeton Mountains. All the way across the 400 miles they flagged 
the route, and marked the crevasses. Five weeks later they reached 
South Ice. Fuchs left two men there and the others flew back, leav- 
ing the Sno-Cat and the Weasel at South Ice. 

These would be picked up when Fuchs returned to South Ice 
on the way across to the Pole. But this again was an exasperating 
delay; and though the Theron delay had been absorbed, so to speak, 
by the winter, this time Fuchs could not reclaim the vital time lost. 
The delay caused by the proving trip to South Ice was the basic 
reason, as Fuchs told me later, why the aossing so nearly did not 
succeed; he never caught up again. Yet that proving trip had to 
be done, for if Fuchs had not undertaken it, with the loss of only 
one machine, he would never have known the immense difficulties 
ahead and might easily have lost much more equipment on the cross- 
ing proper. 

For the same reason Hillary had to test the route towards the 
plateau, finally deciding against climbing the Beardmore, as Amund- 
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sen and Scott had done, and choosing instead the Skelton Glacier. 
This was the main job of die New Zealand support force and during 
that Antarctic summer an advance party found an excellent route 
up the Skelton and reached the Polar plateau. Hillary flew up and 
over the plateau field party and spoke to them by walkie-talkie but 
could not make a landing. However, he was able to report: “We 
are ahead of schedule and the route appears eminently suitable to 
bring down the British party with their tractors and Sno-Cats.” 

As soon as possible after the Skelton was proved, Hillary set 
off to establish Depot 700 — 500 miles from the Pole — ^where Fuchs 
originally planned to meet him on January 10. Hillary, starting in 
mid-October, decided to make the journey in four stages across ter- 
rain which Scott described in his diary as “the most desolate in the 
world — ^barren, fearsomely monotonous, and piercingly cold.” 

“It’s a job that’s got to be done,” said Ed Hillary, “and as soon 
as we’ve finished it, we’ll all be pretty eager to get home.” 

Hillary set off, and was soon climbing the Skelton. At Shackle- 
ton the last preparations were made for the start of the crossing. As 
the weather improved, and the light started to last twenty-four hours 
a day, the vehicles were brought out of their garage at Shackleton 
base for the last time. 

On the evening of November 24, nine men climbed into them 
and the last great journey had started. As undemonstrative as usual 
on this historic day, Fuchs sent a casual message back to headquar- 
ters: “Main party departed in grand style 2145 on 24 November. 
Three Sno-Cats, two Weasels, one Muskeg, pulling twenty tons.” 

There were nine men accompanying the six vehicles, with two 
more waiting at South Ice. The RAF supporting party of four men 
remained behind under John Lewis at Shackleton to give air sup- 
port when needed. With them stayed Geoffrey Pratt, the seismolo- 
gist and twelfth member of Fuchs’ team. This decision was taken 
by Fuchs because of the delay in his starting time. Insistent on tak- 
ing seismic soundings across the continent, Fuchs planned for Pratt 
to be flown by Otter to South Ice as soon as the weather permitted. 
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There, because of the delay, he would go ahead and do some of 
the seismic soundings on the route to save time after Fuchs reached 
South Ice. 

In theory, the plan was simple. The main crossing party, which 
would pick up the two tracked vehicles and tons of stores already 
at South Ice, would average twenty miles a day across the continent. 
But it was going to take them four weeks before they reached South 
Ice, only 270 direct miles from Shackleton, and many weeks more 
before they reached the Pole. 

Two days after the tiny party in its orange-painted vehicles 
set ofiE for the murderous journey to South Ice, I entered the pic- 
ture in my small way. After many months of planning, my news- 
paper chose me to make the journey to Antarctica to report on the 
expedition. I left London three days later, and thirteen days after 
that I was at the South Pole. 



3. A Representative of the Press 


The expedition was on its way. Hillary was moving steadily forward 
towards Depot 700, and Fuchs, after his early disappointments, was 
at last on the trail and lumbering slowly towards South Ice. 

Up to this time, for several reasons, the expedition had failed 
to capture the imagination of the British public. It was a curious 
fact that, despite the large number of books published in Britain 
about Antarctica, it was the Americans, not the British, who were 
the most avid readers of the dramatic opening-up of the continent 
For the International Geophysical Year, Britain had very few sci- 
entists in Antarctica, compared with the Americans and the New 
Zealanders. The Pole was out of fashion, and even when the Ameri- 
cans estabhshed a base there, the attendant publicity in the United 
States received almost no echoes in Britain. Not one man in a hun- 
dred knew that a group of American scientists was actually living 
and working at the South Pole. Not one in a thousand had any real 
idea of what Dr. Fuchs was doing. If they knew anything about the 
expedition at all, it was that Hillary of Everest was in action again. 

This disinterestedness was also partly due to the fact that the 
Trans-Antarctic E3q)edition had agreed to reserve its dispatches for 
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one journal only. The Times, which meant that any adventure- 
loving reporters (or their adventure-loving editors, which is much 
more important) who wished to accompany the expedition would 
most certainly not be allowed to do so. Dr. Fuchs had signed a con- 
tract to write exclusively for The Times, and naturally The Times 
did not want any other newspaper represented on the expedition. 
Equally naturally, the rest of Fleet Street rather tended to give the 
expedition the cold shoulder — or rather to ignore it — ^for the very 
normal reason that any news about it was second-hand. Anyway, 
what was it? A lot of men trundling across a lot of ice. 

For some time, though, the London Daily Mail had been 
plaiming to send a man to Antarctica. For several months explora- 
tory investigations were made both in London and Washington, 
usually in conditions of some secrecy when possible, not only be- 
cause of our rivals but because (as we had discovered with the 
Everest expedition) obstacles would no doubt have been put in our 
way by the expedition leaders. When Hillary was climbing Everest, 
the DaUy Mail had pulled off a fantastic tour de force: Ralph Izzard, 
one of my colleagues, climbed alone to 18,000 feet chasing the ex- 
pedition, only to be most improperly received when, after this great 
achievement, he stumbled into the camp of fellow Britons so far 
from home. 

With this background it did not seem possible to get any mem- 
ber of our staff accredited to the expedition. The Mail had at this 
time, in the summer of 1957, no particular idea of their staff man 
going as far as the South Pole. They wanted a man in Antarctica — 
not too soon, for that would have been a wastage of manpower, nor 
too late. But where? Shaddeton was out of the question. It was no 
good being behind Fudis. Scott Base? Our man in New Zealand 
told us bluntly that, even if we managed to receive permission for a 
man to stay at Scott Base, all possible means would be employed 
to prevent him from sending dispatches on the Scott Base circuit. 

So what about the Americans? It was finally decided to request 
Washington to accredit me to the U.S. Naval forces in Antarctica. 
The choice fell on me for several reasons, the most important, per- 
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haps, being that I have twice been accredited to the United States 
Sixth Fleet, which was a sort of introduction to the U.S. Navy De- 
partment at the Pentagon, and I also, as a hobby, write when op- 
portunity permits occasional magazine articles for the American 
Saturday Evening Tost. I was thus able quite truthfully to say that 
I was a senior staff member of the Daily Mail, but also a Saturday 
Evening Tost writer. This was a very important added lever in my 
request for accreditation, for the Americans naturally prefer pub- 
licity in the journals and magazines of their home country. 

While the preliminary discussions with Washington were pro- 
ceeding, I was somewhat busily engaged in a small but spirited war 
in the Oman desert, from which campaign I returned with an alarm- 
ing dose of dysentery and a much reduced waistline. I took a late 
holiday and then about mid-November I went to London for a 
“Polar Conference.” Up to this time no permission had been re- 
ceived from Washington for me to join the American forces, and 
their Admiral Dufek in Christchurch cabled saying that even if 
Washington did grant me my military orders, he, Dufek, could not 
guarantee me any passage to Antarctica. The weather was breaking, 
no icebreakers were going, and when the summer melted Ant- 
arctica's only big ice-strip there would be no more flying. This was 
shattering news. There was no point in going all the way to Christ- 
church to report the expedition from there. I went to see Com- 
mander Pillsbury, the efficient American Navy public information 
officer in London, who promised to press the matter, and then I 
myself phoned Washington to see what could be done. Not much, 
it seemed. I returned to my wife and family, at that moment in 
Paris. On Friday, November 29, the Mad phoned me. It was 11 a.m. 
No orders had come through, but they were expected hourly. What 
did I think? I knew that I would receive my orders, for I was a firm 
friend of many high-ranking officers, including “Cat” Brown of the 
Sixth Fleet. 

How about planes to New Zealand?” I asked. 

There was a Britannia leaving the following day. 

The officer booked me a seat on this, and we decided that if my 
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military orders did not come through, I would leave for New Zea- 
land anyway, hoping they could be cabled after me. If I didn’t get to 
Christchurch quickly, I would never get out to Antarctica and the 
whole project would be a flop. 

But first I had to get to London. It was 11:15 when the con- 
versation ended with my oflEce in London. I ran upstairs and my 
wife helped me to pack tropical clothes for the New Zealand sum- 
mer “in case you are stranded there.” A plane was leaving Orly for 
London in an hour. I had just time to kiss my wife before I rushed 
to catch it. I little thought that exactly two weeks later I should be 
at the South Pole. 

In London I went to see Pillsbury again, and stayed the night 
at the Travellers. Still no orders. Nor the next morning. I left, feel- 
ing rather worried, for London Airport, stopping to buy half a 
dozen books on Antarctica to read on the four-day journey to New 
Zealand. As a precaution, I registered my ticket in my first Christian 
name, John Barber. There was no point in advertising my destina- 
tion. I would write nothing — ^not a word for the Mail — until my 
plane was ready to leave for McMurdo, so that nobody could catch 
me up, for if I did get a plane from Christchurch it might well be 
the last of the season. With just the right touch of drama, a taxi 
chased me to London Airport with my military orders. They had 
come through. 

My orders from the Mail were simple: to report the Trans- 
Antarctic Expedition and any other aspects of life in Antarctica 
that I thought would interest its readers. There was no specific men- 
tion of the South Pole as an objective, for it was not seriously con- 
sidered practicable, though Walter Farr, the Foreign Editor of the 
MfltZ, said wistfully what a wonderful story it would be to spend 
Christmas there. Nor was there any guarantee that I should ever be 
able to make any direct contact with either Fuchs or Hillary, already 
on the trail. As usual on an assignment of this sort — ^just as in the 
Budapest and Oman wars of the past twelve months — an office has 
to trust a man, not only with his decisions, but with large sums of 
money for chartering aircraft without having the time to inform the 
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oflEce in advance. This is — ^to use an American term with which I 
was to become familiar — “strictly routine.” I have on occasion 
chartered a four-engine aircraft (when no smaller one was available) 
costing £1,000. 1 once chased the French troops into a battle by ta-yi, 
offering the driver £150 if he would get me there. Now again, I was 
on my own. 

B.O.A.C. took me smoothly and silently across half the world, 
until the rumblings of war in Indonesia caused us some delay in 
Jakarta, where we had to spend several hours before permitted to 
proceed. I took advantage of this opportunity to stretch my legs by 
slipping out of the airport and seeing old friends in the capital, 
which I had visited before. There had been an attempt on the life 
of Sukarno. The city was stiff with troops. By some good fortune, 
tiis had happened the day before and no reporters had as yet been 
able to reach the country. I spent the time on our next hop to Pertii 
writing a story which I filed from there, and which, in accordance 
with our agreement of secrecy, appeared in the next morning’s DaUy 
Mail without my byline. 

I arrived at Christchurch on December 4 , late at night, and was 
met at the airport by Pat Hobbs, the wife of Leslie Hobbs, the 
invaluable part-time Daily Mail man in Christchurch. A room had 
been reserved for me (with some difficulty) at Warner's Hotel, next 
to the Press, the leading daily newspaper for which Leslie Hobbs 
worked at night. Late though it was, we managed to get some sand- 
wiches and beer and Leslie came across from the office, and we talked 
far into the night. Admiral Dufek, it appeared, was at McMurdo, 
and so was his public information officer. Commander Merle Mac- 
bain. This was a mixed blessing. It could be useful if they were stiU 
there when I arrived, but I had hoped (in my iimocence) that if it 
were touch and go getting to Antarctica, the weight of the Admiral 
might swing the balance. On the other hand, once in Antarctica, 
the Admiral’s presence at McMurdo would be invaluable. 

'The man to see was Captain Hawkes, and accordingly I made 
my number with him early tie following morning. Hawkes was a 
legend in Antarctic flying, the first man to fly nonstop across the 
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Antarctic, and also in the first plane (with Admiral Dufek) ever to 
land at the South Pole. Hawkes, like many Americans, was invested 
with a nickname, in this case "Trigger,” and it was said that he al- 
ways flew with an unlighted cigar in his mouth long before General 
Le May became noted for this quirk. 

Dufek summed up Hawkes admirably in his book Operation 
Deepfreeze when he wrote, “Admiral Cruzen had asked me to name 
a squadron commander (for these aircraft) . There was no hesitation 
on my part. It was Trigger Hawkes. Commander Hawkes showed 
up, cigar in mouth. I had not seen him since 1939, but the war and 
seven years had treated him kindly. Short, sturdy, steady, he was 
that rare combination — ^an outstanding pilot and an engineer. 
Given a problem he would study it, and tiien if it could be done, 
he would say, 'O.K., no strain.’ There was no fear in him.” 

The American Navy headquarters was in a rambling building 
called “The Old Brewery.” Wben I reached it. Trigger Hawkes, 
cigar built into the comer of his mouth like a fixture, looked me up 
and down. 

“Here — ^have one. Now let’s get you kitted out. You’re going 
to be mighty cold for the next few weeks.” 

He looked me up and down again. 

“Let’s get one thing straight,” he said. “You got no cold 
weather clothing — aright? We got almost no cold weather clothing. 
Who pays for yours if I don’t supply you?” 

“Well — ^the Daily Mail, of course.” 

“Right. That’s all I wanted to know. I don’t mind sticking 
the Mail for a hundred bucks, but I didn’t wanna take money off 
you.” 

Actually, the Navy fitted me out with the major items — ^thermo- 
boots, socks, thick woollen underpants, right down to the ankle 
like grandfather used to wear and looking very scratchy. Then layer 
after layer of dothes to be put on as required: thick woollen shirts, 
heavy pullovers, quilted trousers and a vdndproof quilted jacket, 
hats, goggles, and three pairs of gloves to be worn one on top of 
each other. 
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“That's all you’ll need,” said Tri^er diyly. “After all, it’s sum- 
mer down there, you know.” 

With typical American swiftness, I was kitted out in less than 
an hour. With typical American lack of concern about equipment, 

I did not have to sign for anything. 

“Bring it back if you don’t lose it,” grunted Trigger Hawkes. 

“What are the chances of flying out?” I asked. 

‘Tomorrow,” said Trigger laconically. “I’ll ring you with the 
time. Twelve hours nonstop. You’re lucky — ^we’re sending the Ad- 
miral’s plane down for him, so you’ll be a V.I.P. for one night. 
Don’t let it go to your head.” 

That afternoon, I bought myself some extra equipment, helped 
by Leslie Hobbs, who took me to the shop that equipped the Ever- 
est expedition. I stocked up with thick woollen shirts, better quality 
socks, pullovers, and spare sets of “waffle weave” underwear. That 
and a half-dozen bottles of Scotch. 

I didn’t leave that n^ht, nor the next, for the head winds were 
too strong to warrant risking an aircraft flying over two thousand 
miles across Antarctic water with no place to land except the ice- 
strip at the destination. But on Saturday, December 7 , the weather 
improved, and Trigger warned me to be ready to fly that night 

So at last I was to play a part however insignificant, in this 
great adventure, the conquest of Antarctica. Firstly, McMurdo — 
and then? By skidplane, by tractor, by sled perhaps, into the white 
unknown, to names that were dots on maps, and not all maps at 
that; names Hke Clinker Buff, Crater Hill, Hut Poinh on the great 
continent that contained four-fifths of the world’s ice and where at 
that moment, Fudhs and Hillary were stmggling from opposite ends 
to ihe point where eventually they would meet 

In Christchurch itself, tranquil in the early summer, with the 
first strawbenies just coming on the market in time for Christmas, 
everybody was Antarctic crazy, for tiiis was McMurdo’s rearguard 
base.' On my last night I dined with a man who had spent a year 
in Antarctica. Only a week before he had been knocking a stake 
into the hard ice when it froze to his glove with such force that he 
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could not pull it away. Another man had to come and kick it off. 
It was hard to reahse as I walked the trim English streets of Christ- 
church, with policemen still wearing old-fashioned bobbies’ hats, 
that in a few hours I too should be winging my way to another 
world. It was even harder to realise that only a week previously I 
had been romping with my babies in front of the fire at home. 

I do not know how great explorers feel at moments like this, 
but I do know that on that last night in Christchurch, poised on the 
edge of the unknown, I felt, cutting across my nostalgic longing for 
hearth and home, a sense of intense desire to reach ahead which I 
could not explain. I have always had it, but never more manifest 
than at that moment. 

I looked back, from the lounge of Warner’s Hotel, to some of 
the great adventures I had undertaken for the Daily Mail: that 
wonderful three-month drive from London to the Tibet border; 
Budapest; the wars in Morocco and Indo-China and lately in Oman; 
each one a lonely, yet shared, excitement. But this, I felt, would be 
the greatest of them all, for I did not know what would happen, 
nor when, nor where. But, above all, what I hoped to witness was 
not a sordid war of man against man, but the deeper, fundamental 
war of man against nature. Already man was winning the war. The 
Pole was inhabited. Nearly 30 aircraft had already landed there in 
the previous thirteen months. In the past four weeks the Americans 
had dropped over 700 tons of food and equipment for the men 
marooned there for their scientific research. 

Yet it was still a war, as Hillary and Fuchs were finding out, 
in which, as aircraft winged overhead, men on foot might some 
days be lucky to travel two miles in twenty-four hours. 

Was I alone in feehng like this? I found not. The bearded 
men in Christchurch (the beard being the hallmark of the Ant- 
arctic explorer) were not very communicative, for it took time to 
make the transition and thaw out from the lonely life, but I found 
that among those with whom I talked, nine out of ten ached only 
for the moment of return. Was this the same mystical appeal which 
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made people like Byrd and Scott return time and again, and now 
had drawn Fuchs into its web? 

All the hazards, and there were many, counted for nothing. 
All the discomforts, and there were more than many, counted for 
less than nothing. It was not only a sense of conquest, though how 
fiercely this must have been running through the veins of Fuchs and 
Hillary! For most men it was a more private and personal emotion. 

The American with whom by chance I dined (in New Zealand 
hotels they have the quaint custom of allotting you seats at specific 
tables, regardless of whether the room is half empty) did not talk 
much at first, but then finally, with a heavy sigh, he looked down 
into his glass, and said slowly, 

“Well, I guess it's this way. Life there is lousy. Hell, you 
don’t have a bath for weeks on end. You sleep with your clothes 
on, you can’t get a drink, you even gotta do your own laundry. And 
yet, dammit, I just want to get back there as fast as I can.” 

Perhaps that, after all, was the secret of man’s passion for the 
White South, a love affair with an enigmatic siren who lured one 
on even to the edge of oblivion, but whose spell was so overwhelm- 
ing that no hardship was too severe, no danger too great, for the 
chance of the favours that only she could bestow. 

It would not be long before I found out. 



4. McMurdo Camp 


It was a quarter past three in the morning when I landed on the 
ice runway of McMurdo Sound, and the sun was shining brightly 
on the white world. As I clambered stiffly out of the plane, the cold 
hitting me like a blow between the eyes, a man with silver-grey 
hair came up, held out a mittened hand and said, “I’m George 
Dufek. Let’s go and have breakfast” 

So I arrived in Antarctica, 13,000 miles or so from London, 
little more than 800 miles from the Pole. A couple of Weasels were 
drawn up near the aircraft, and almost as soon as the propellers 
stopped turning, a maintenance crew tumbled out and started fit- 
ting covers to the engines to prevent their freezing. We stamped 
around on the hard snow while the baggage was unloaded and I 
took my first look at this different world of utterly changed values, 
where night and day were friends under a glaring sun that wouldn’t 
set for at least another three months. 

McMurdo Sound is not in actual fact the correct name of the 
camp where I had alighted. Since it was first established by the 
United States Navy, a succession of harassed senior officers had 
tried to persuade its inhabitants to call the camp by its proper, if 
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cumbersome titie, the Williams Air Operating Facility. Nobody 
had succeeded. To the world the camp is always McMurdo Sound, 
named after the strip of narrow water that curls south from the Ross 
Sea between Ross Island and the mainland. 

I could see the huts of tiie camp, built on the rising ground 
of this small volcanic island with its ugly black patches of snow- 
less mountainsides jutting out unromantically against the white 
earth around it. It wasn’t very prepossessing, especially in compari- 
son with the majestic white scene across the Sound, which reminded 
me irresistibly of the view from my farm across Lake Geneva. There 
were a couple of dozen huts, some of them salmon-colored, rough 
roads, an air operating center, tangled cables strung loosely be- 
tween heavy poles, radio antennas, a helicopter and on the ice run- 
way the scarlet tad-fins and wing-tips of three aircraft. As the Ad- 
miral and I made our way from the Sound up to the actual camp — 
a distance of nearly two miles — ^the snow gave way to slush and mud. 
It was a scene I was to know well before the great Fuchs epic was 
over. 

On the left as we drove up was Hut Point, to which you could 
walk across the ice to Scott’s first camp, stiH littered with haunches 
of mutton frozen for nearly fifty years, with old English magazines 
circa 1910, their pages stuck together. On the rising ground nearby 
stood the skeleton of a Globemaster that had crashed there a few 
months previously, enormous and grotesque, its giant aluminum 
fuselage looking as though it had been half eaten away by termites. 
Part of the wing and one engine lay in the snow and ice a quarter 
of a mile away. Beyond stood row after row of drums of fuel. Down 
the hillside lurched that ever-present phenomenon of modem Ant- 
arctica, the bulldozer, groaning pitifully on its way back from dig- 
ging out snow for water, Antarctica’s most precious commodity. All 
my time in Antarctica I never quite got used to the incessant noise 
of machinery day and night McMurdo Sound at four a.m. was far 
noisier than Covent Garden, and just about as busy. On my right 
was Observation Hill, so named by Scott, and with a cross on its 
summit, stark against the blue sky. Round the comer, as yet un- 
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seen, was Scott Base, Sir Edmund Hillary’s rear headquarters. Across 
the waters lay the mainland of Antarctica, while behind lay the 
Ross Ice Shelf, in a sense as solid as dry land — and as dry as dry 
land. Ross Island itself was stuck like a wart on the edge of this 
mighty chunk of ice up to 700 feet thick, a thousand years old, and 
as large as New Zealand’s north island; a “country” which had 
gradually been formed on the sea as the ice was forced down by the 
glaciers behind. The cliffs on the edge of the shelf towered a hun- 
dred feet, like the white cliffs of Dover, only whiter, over the waters 
of the Ross Sea itself, which was unfrozen to within about ten miles 
of the camp. In the distance I could just see the black line of the 
open sea, as though somebody had drawn a thick stroke with a 
pencil on the edge of a white sheet. 

This was to be my rear base and communications headquarters 
for my task of reporting the Trans-Antarctic Expedition. I do not 
know what I had expected, but I had never expected anything 
like this. A world of central heating side by side with the yelp of 
huskies and Antarctic clothing little changed from the days of Scott 
and Shackleton. 

At that very moment Fuchs was fighting his way towards South 
Ice and Hillary was gasping his way up the Skelton Glacier — ^with 
machines, it is true, but still in the grand manner of yesterday, of 
men alone against nature. Yet here was I, in Antarctica also, but 
given a bed in a plastic hut, built on a wooden skeleton, proof 
against the toughest Antarctic weather, but so conceived that it 
could be dropped in a package complete with wooden floor and as- 
sembled ready to move in four hours. 

On the trail, the expedition members were already living on 
pemmican and cooking two in each tent because of the cold out- 
side, and never washing or taking off tlieir clothes. In the hut, which 
I shared with three other men, I had blankets, drip oil heating, and 
a small metal locker for my clothes. The camp even had a small 
shop, with very httle to sell beyond cigarettes and cases of beer, 
which never needed chilhng if the cases were left on the cold wooden 
floor of the hut. One orange-colored building was the powerhouse 
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which supplied the camp with lighting and current for communi- 
cations and also had, in one comer, three washing machines and five 
showers, which worked out at one shower every ten days, and a turn 
at the washing machine once a fortnight. There were no orderhes 
and each man, from the Admiral down, had to wash his own clothes. 

For the morning wash and cleaning your teeth, there were 
two square buildings, each of which contained three bowls, and 
three toilet seats with no privacy. One look at them decided me to 
wash as infrequently as possible. 

Though nobody can pretend that life in Antarctica is any- 
thing but tough, a solidly established base camp can be made com- 
paratively comfortable anywhere in the world, but comfort was the 
last word that could be applied to McMurdo. I had the feeling 
that since Antarctica was known to be rough and tough, the Ameri- 
cans decided to keep it that way. In a way, they enjoyed it, for the 
rougher it was, the less discipline there was. Though millions of 
dollars had been spent on establishing the base, which was stocked 
on a fantastic scale with equipment for scientists and fliers, there 
was not even one common room where the 250 men could enjoy 
leisure moments. There was no oflEcers’ mess. The one mess hall 
was also the cinema. There was a small library, but it had only two 
chairs. If a man wanted to read or drink a tin of beer, he had to do 
it sitting on his bed. 

This rough and tough life applied equally to officers as well 
as men and, in fact, all my time in Antarctica I never saw any 
privileges for officers that were denied to the men except on the 
New Zealand vessel Endeavour, which had a British naval officer 
in command. Captain Kirkwood, known to all as Captain Plywood. 

The attitude of the American officers towards their men could 
not have been more commendable. A great deal of it arose from 
the fact that Dufek, a salty character, was a man who resolutely 
refused any privilege in tough conditions that his men could not 
equally enjoy. 

Dufek was, in fact, a great man, and perhaps nothing is more 
typical of him than this little episode which he will hate me for 
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revealing. When a tractor team of American scientists and Navy 
men had been out for days on the trail, Dufek flew over by heli- 
copter to see how they were doing. He was appalled by their dirty 
clothes, and immediately gathered them up, saying he would take 
them back to McMurdo and arrange to have them washed. But he 
did not arrange to have them washed. Admiral Dufek went to the 
powerhouse and put the clothes himself in the communal washing 
machine; and when they were clean, he flew back by helicopter to 
give his men their clothing. 

I was not surprised, therefore, when the Admiral, having in- 
vited me to dine with him, did not take me to sup in the privacy of 
his hut, but in the canteen. There, admiral or not, Dufek had to 
stand in line for ten minutes until our turn came at the self-service 
cafeteria — ^where we helped ourselves to hamburgers and coffee, 
after which we had some diflEculty in finding places among the 
swirling, bearded mob. 

I had not, of course, travelled all the way to Antarctica to 
write a thesis on American naval shore establishments. I had de- 
liberately chosen to be accredited to the U.S. Navy because ex- 
perience had taught me that their press-conscious senior officers are 
always more likely to help newspapermen than those of the Brit- 
ish Navy, and if I were to report the Trans-Antarctic Expedition, I 
would badly need help in this inhospitable continent. All the help 
I could get. But it took me a day or two to sort myself out, even 
to get used to the eternal business of putting on and taking off 
layers of dothes each time I stepped in or out of a hut. 

Worse than that was the immediate reaction to the lack of dark 
in a world where you could take a photograph equally well at mid- 
day or midnight. It made no difference, the brassy sun beat down 
every hour of the twenty-four, giving Antarctica its only occupa- 
tional disease, known as the “big eye,” a local word for insomnia. 
Before I had been in Antarctica a week, I had already learned to 
sleep like an animal when nature dictated it. The incessant noise 
of tractors and bulldozers, the complete absence of darkness and the 
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fact that somebody was alwajre at work, soon made it quite impos- 
sible to know day from night. I would go to sleep, somebody would 
open the door of the hut and a shaft of almost unbearable sunlight 
made me think I had overslept even at two in the morning. On my 
first night I didn’t go to bed at all. Around eight A.M., feeling slightly 
debauched, I turned in. At eleven somebody woke me up by mis- 
take, so I dressed and went to meet the various ofiScers of the camp. 
At six P.M., feeling sleepy, I went back to bed. I awoke at ten p.m., 
and stayed up until three in the morning. 

“It doesn’t make any difference,” Dufek said, “when the 'big 
eye’ is watching you.” 

It didn’t. But at least the “big eye” gave me the time to ex- 
plore the fringes of this strange continent that has gripped so many 
men. Helicopters flew me round Mount Erebus or along the edge 
of the Shelf. There was always a Navy Otter plane to take me 
further inland to savour the mystical magic that belongs to Ant- 
arctica alone. 

Now that I am home, and with a shelf of books on Antarctica 
by my side, I cannot bring myself to describe in words that could 
only be plagiarism, my thoughts and ambitions as I started to probe 
the white continent. I had become a member of Operation Deep- 
freeze, and as Time magazine said: 

“The men of Operation Deepfreeze found the continent a 
harsh, hauntingly beautiful and, above all, strange land. The snow 
crystals that drift down over its great central plateau seem dry as 
sand. Yet, because there is little ablation — ^return of moisture to the 
atmosphere — ^this light precipitation has become a glacier of up to 
a mile or more in depth. Under its own weight the ice moves gla- 
cially, spilling down off the plateau, flowing imperceptibly but in- 
exorably towards the sea, squeezing through valleys, crawling over 
hills, plunging down the sides of mountains in great frozen cataracts. 
What it does not bury or crush, it encircles. And finally, at the con- 
tinent’s rim, it meets the frozen seas, and ice battles ice on a titanic 
scale. Vast crevasses shudder open along the tortured ridges; ice 
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rafts as large as the state of Connecticut are tom loose from the con- 
tinental shelf and set floating like derelict monsters in the frigid 
waters.” 

In this eerie and strange world, into which I had been so 
swiftly plunged, my first task was to find out the latest progress of 
the expedition, and for this I trekked across to Scott Base. Though 
only two miles from McMurdo, through a pass under the lee of 
Observation Hill, it was a diflEerent world. Gone were the ugly black 
stains of volcanic ash that smeared the hillsides at McMurdo, gone 
was the slush and the mud. Protected by the mountains, Scott Base 
was always clothed in white. It took me forty minutes to walk 
there, after having signed out at the Administration Building of 
McMurdo, a formality insisted upon when anybody left camp, in 
case of sudden “whiteouts.” 

Scott Base was much smaller, with fewer than a couple of dozen 
men. At the foot of the base, a cluster of bright yellow huts, an 
Otter, and a Beaver aircraft were moored. The New Zealand flag 
fluttered over the main hut, which was linked to the others by tun- 
nels, and the officer in charge was Squadron Leader John Claydon, 
of the New Zealand Royal Air Force. I took an instant hking to 
him. He was intelligent, forthright, and always prepared to offer 
sound advice on the latest plans of Fuchs and Hillary. He invited 
me in for a cup of tea. The combined living room and dining room 
had small tables, a kitchen near by, and a kettle on the hob, so that 
anybody at Scott could always make tea or coffee when he wished, 
in direct contrast to the larger mess hall of McMurdo, where you 
had to take your food and drink at regulated hours. The room was 
warm and cosy, and Claydon and I lolled back in armchairs and 
talked things over. 

Scott Base had its post office from which a New Zealand jour- 
nalist, seconded to The Times for the expedition, was able to send 
out messages, but though this was in actual fact a post office with 
its own stamps and postmaster (Hillary) , it was not possible for me 
to use this for journalistic purposes. It had been established for the 
use of The Times and that was all there was to it. The position 
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with this post ofl&ce was always a little confused. I was always at 
liberty to telephone to New Zealand or post letters from it, or send 
private cables to my wife. But it was hinted that any “commercial” 
cables would be held back through “pressure of other work.” And 
it was certainly true that the small radio station was overworked 
with expedition cables. However, the fact that I could use the tele- 
phone for private conversations was of the utmost importance. My 
problem would always be to get out important news — of Fuchs and 
Hillary meeting, or of an accident, or anything of interest to the 
British readers — at least as quickly as The Times, though prefera- 
bly before them. McMurdo had already warned me that though the 
naval authorities would do everything to help me, there would at 
times be serious delays. So I devised a code to be telephoned from 
Scott Base to my contact in New Zealand in case of emergency. 

This was Leslie Hobbs, whose wife had met me when I ar- 
rived in Christchurch. But I could never have telephoned Leslie 
from Scott Base directly in a moment of crisis. I would just never 
have got through. So I decided I would telephone Pat, his wife, 
instead. When the plane that had brought me to McMurdo re- 
turned to Christchurch, it carried a letter in which I had written 
out a whole series of phrases relating to an alleged romance between 
Pat and myself. Each phrase meant something entirely diflFerent. 
For example, if I asked her “Do you love me?” it meant “Fuchs has 
lost a vehicle in a crevasse.” Every phrase of import was in the form 
of a question, so that in ordinary conversation Pat did not have to 
worry. But as soon as I said to her, “Darling, I have a question to 
ask you,” she would have her pencil at the ready and keep her eye 
on the hst of questions stuck up on the wall in front of the tele- 
phone at her house. These had numbers against them, so all she 
had to do was write down a number. Once I had finished talking, her 
husband would pick up the telephone again and give the “flash” 
to London. 

In actual fact I was able to get most of my news out of Mc- 
Murdo, but the problem was — getting the news. McMurdo had 
no real interest in the Fuchs e!q>edition and so no news about it 
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was available there. John Claydon told me that he received almost 
daily reports at Scott Base from Fuchs and Hillary, but though he 
promised to give me as many details as possible, it was going to be 
rather a hit and miss afEair. Even the freakish weather would make 
it quite impossible for me, on occasion, to walk from McMurdo to 
Scott. Claydon was perfectly willii^ to help if he could, and in fact 
was very much opposed to the policy of giving the news to one 
journal only, though I must admit I could understand The Times 
wishing to protect its investment. I had no quarrel with The Times, 
I was only interested in finding a way round the difficulty. 

The due came in casual conversation with John Claydon. I 
asked him, almost without thinking, 'Isn't it amazing tiiat Fuchs 
has a radio strong enough to reach all the way to Scott Base?" 

"Good God” — ^John poured out another cup of tea — “he can't 
possibly make direct contact with us. He gives a daily message to 
the Americans at the South Pole. They then send it on to us. We 
send our messages to Fuchs via the Pole too. The Americans have 
been damned decent — ^they've given us every facility. They talk to 
Fuchs every day. We use the Pole as a sort of relay station.” 

Immediately, of course, this put an entirely different aspect 
on everything. Even if it had been possible to speak to Fuchs from 
Scott Base, I do not think I should have been allowed to. The post 
office at Scott Base had its very clear terms of reference, and they 
did not indude services to the press. But supposing I could get up 
to the South Pole? Everything would be changed. The South Pole 
was an American Navy station, and I knew from my service with 
the U.S. Sixth Fleet that the U.S. Navy invariably makes all mes- 
sages except those classified for military secrecy available to the 
press. Even better, from the informality of the Pole, I might even 
be able to talk to the Fuchs expedition myself. Why not? 

Of course, there was one snag — getting there. Looking back 
now, I can remember as though it were only yesterday, trudging 
back across the ice to McMurdo, my brain buzzing with excitement, 
and wondering how best to persuade Admiral Dufek to get me to 
the Pole if it were humanly possible. Until that moment, I had 



McMurdo Camp 49 

never seriously considered the South Pole as a major objective of 
my assignment There had been jokes in the oflEce about what a 
good story it would be to spend Christmas at the Pole, but my as- 
signment was to report the Fuchs story before anything else. A bit- 
ing wind stung my face as I walked through the pass and the brown 
and white patchwork quilt of McMurdo came into view on the 
other side. I pulled the fur hood of my parka tighter round my chin. 
Why not? I still, most certainly, didn’t realise the significance of 
visiting the South Pole, nor the stir that this story within a story 
would make a few days later. I saw one thing only — a chance to 
talk to members of the Fuchs expedition and, as a change from the 
factual and laconic reports in The Times, to give British newspaper 
readers some idea of what life was like with Fuchs on the trail 
towards South Ice. 

I was dijEdent about approaching the Admiral. There was the 
question of protocol. Dufek had a public information officer, Merle 
Macbain (“mac and a small b,” he gmnted the first time I met 
him). Merle, like all the Americans of senior rank, was a grand 
fellow, but he had already warned me that three American jour- 
nalists were hoping to fly to the Pole at Christmas, and there would 
probably be no flights before then. But I wanted to go now — ^the 
next day — ^if I could. 

As it happened, the whole problem solved itself. The follow- 
ing morning, Dufek and I were queueing up for lunch when he said, 
“Noel — ^what say you and I take a helicopter out to see some pen- 
guins?” 

We did — ^that afternoon. We flew past the la 2 y, smoking vol- 
cano of Mount Erebus, landed on the other side of Ross Island 
at a penguin rookery, and spent three hours on a sunny afternoon 
watching the antics of the world’s best-dressed birds. Long before 
we flew back, it was all ananged. The Navy had been considering 
sending up a plane on a special flight to the Pole with some urgently 
needed supplies and a dentist. Now had an added person. “All 
right,” said Dufek, “if you really want to go we’U try and get you 
off tomorrow,” adding, “It’s a tough trip and you’re lucky — ^there 
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probably won’t be another plane going up to the Pole for nearly 
a month.” 

A lot of varying opinions have been voiced about the “milk 
run” to the Pole. It would ill become me to suggest that it was a 
mission of the most hazardous nature, but it would be silly not to 
point out that flying to the South Pole is not, as yet, the sort of 
trip which the average housewife would accept jubilantly as first 
prize in a competition. As Dufek wrote in his book Operation Deep- 
freeze, the ice-covered continent of Antarctica has the worst flying 
weather in the world. Its dangers are obvious — ^as obvious as the 
dangers of children crossing the street. There are always dangers 
in flying, but if you develop engine trouble in a big modem air- 
craft, you have three more motors to carry you along, you have 
alternative airfields for emergency landings, you have, above all, 
radio communication and modem aids like radar and weather data. 
Almost all this is lacking in polar flights and, above all, most of the 
aircraft are old. The plane in which I was to fly was a DC 3, seven- 
teen years old, and equipped with skis. And once aloft there was 
always the possibility (as I was to see for myself more than once) 
that both the point of departure and arrival would be completely 
hidden by whiteouts. 

This question of Antarctic weather is the one factor which 
is most dfficult to explain to people who cannot imagine its sudden 
bursts of savagery, nor its effect on machines (more than men) 
when the temperature is lower than minus fifty degrees. 

The afternoon that Dufek and I went penguin hunting was 
perfect, but that night a wind tore across the camp so fiercely you 
could hardly walk from one hut to another. All expeditions to places 
like Scott Base were banned. Only the week before, a blizzard had 
sprung up on a calm day, risen to 55 miles an hour, and in a matter 
of seconds had twisted one Globemaster round eighty degrees. But 
even the blizzards were nothing compared with the dreaded white- 
outs in which a man could get lost in three minutes in what looked 
like perfect weather. 

The whiteouts started up in dear weather when the sun was 
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reflected between the snow and a flat-bottomed cloud. The snow 
reflected the sunlight back to the cloud, which in turn bounced it 
downwards again. The result was one of the most frightening ex- 
periences I have ever known. It was like being submerged in a pool 
of milk. Every semblance of horizon vanished, and if you did not 
want to fall off a ledge of ice or into a crevasse in a world that had 
no horizon, there was only one thing to do, as Fuchs and Hillary 
had to do time and time again. This was to take some dark object, 
such as a pipe or a fountain pen, throw it a few feet ahead, walk 
towards it, pick it up, then throw it again. Otherwise no man could 
tell where his world ended in a whiteout. We had serious crashes, 
mainly of helicopters, due to whiteout condition. One pilot was 
caught in a whiteout at low altitude and had no idea of his height, 
so he threw his pen out of the side of the helicopter to watch it fall. 
But it didn’t fall. It stayed parallel to the aircraft. He was hovering 
three feet from an iceberg and could not see it. 

Pilots flying Globemasters into McMurdo were always com- 
plaining of the impossibility of accurately measuring their height 
above ground when landing. The Navy had tried to make snow- 
banks at each side of the runway, but they were invisible. F inally , 
the Air Force Globemaster pilots brought along a supply of Ghrist- 
mas trees each ten feet high. These were planted at each end of 
the runway, and though they soon withered, they were still able 
to give the pilots an indication of height during landing and take-off. 

The Navy, used to carrier landings, were derisive about these 
safety measures on the part of the Air Force, and planted a sar- 
donic sign by the end of the runway, which read, “Army Troop 
Carrier Squadron. Quiet, Pine Trees Growing.” But those pine 
trees played an important part in keeping the air accidents down. 

Already two Globemasters and two helicopters had crashed. 
So had an Otter, while the ancient Dakotas were being forced down 
on the ice regularly. In my three months in Antarctica, I was four 
times involved in forced landings, though luckily with no dire re- 
sults. Almost always it was the weather that let us down, switching 
at a moment’s notice from the meteorological forecast into storm 
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or whiteout conditions. The pilots at McMurdo never really liked 
the flight to the Pole. Gus Shinn, the first man ever to land a plane 
at the South Pole used to say, “You just fly straight up to the Beard- 
more Glacier and bear right!” but I noticed that when he had a 
Pole flight on his hands he attended personally to every detail of 
the preflight anangements. 

Gus was one of the greatest pilots with whom I have ever flown. 
Young, tough, with his hair closely cropped in a crewcut, he nursed 
his ancient Dakota with the attention of a mother to her baby. She 
was almost held together with bits of string and wires and she 
rattled like an old tin can, but her engines puned sweetly on even 
the coldest days and she never let us down. Que Sera Sera was the 
name painted on the nose of the aircraft, but she had an even more 
familiar nickname, painted on the inside of the door — ^The Old 
Charger — ^and she had one added attraction which didn’t exist in 
the other aircraft making the South Pole flight — a. few bucket seats 
along one side; not the most comfortable in the world, but at least 
seats. On every other flight to the Pole, I had to sit on the floor of 
the aircraft that was carrying me there and back. 

So it was arranged. But then the next day the weather clamped 
down; we could not even see the airstrip from the camp. The whole 
of the Sound was blotted out. Even so, I sent off a long cable to the 
Daily Mail, giving them some of my first impressions of McMurdo, 
and acquainting them with the fact that I hoped at a moment’s 
notice to leave for the South Pole in search of my proper assign- 
ment, to find out how Fuchs was getting on. 

All that day — ^it was Thursday, December 12 — ^the weather 
prevented all flying. I hung around the camp wondering how long 
it would last. 

“Could keep up like this for a week,” Merle Macbain looked 
up from the book of chess problems he was studying, “but you don’t 
have to worry. Just relax. Each day’s the same as all the others. Here 
— ^have a ginger ale!” 

This was a joke, for excellent tinned ginger ale was free at Mc- 
Murdo. An enormous quantity had been brought in by ship, but 



McMurdo Camp 53 


the freezing had forced the lids of the cans to bulge so that they 
could not be opened by an ordinary tin-opener, the sort that pierces 
two holes in a can of beer. Immediately the sale dropped to zero — 
for nobody at McMurdo would pay for the privilege of doing extra 
work. In the end the stocks were given gratefully to anybody who 
would take “the damned tins away,” as the supply officer said. I 
never drank so much ginger ale in my life. 

After struggling through two tins (ginger ale doesn’t taste 
the same without whisky) I went to bed early, very tired with the 
excitement. Just in case the weather lifted, I laid out all my heavy 
equipment on the floor by the side of my cot. It was an absolute 
flying rule that all men going to the Pole had to take complete sur- 
vival gear, including extra changes of all clothing in case of being 
stranded there or being forced down on the Polar Cap. And since 
day and night were the same, Shinn would take ofiE for the Pole irre- 
spective of the hour, as soon as the weather cleared. 

At four-thirty the next morning, the door of the hut was 
opened, and as the sunlight streaked through, somebody shook me 
and asked, 

“You Barber? You are? Better get yourself a cuppa coffee. You 
leave in an hour.” 

It was an utterly beautiful morning and I was ready in ten 
minutes. Three-quarters of an hour later, the motors of the Que 
Sera Sera started to turn and the Old Charger began to shake and 
quiver and snort. Her skis were stuck to the ice, but Gus Shinn 
managed to shake them loose. We lurched out to the end of the 
ice-strip, with the dentist and myself sitting in the back. A couple 
of minutes later we were airborne. I was on my way to the Pole. It 
was Friday the thirteenth of December. 
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As the rhythm of the Old Charger settled down into a steady beat, 
and we flew across the Ross Ice Shelf, I started to read the notes 
I had made of the meager information available about the progress 
of Fuchs and Hillary. As always in those comparatively early days of 
the expedition, it was good news about HiUary and bad about 
Fuchs. 

Hillary was, on this day, 6o miles from a point in the middle 
of nowhere called Depot 700 — 700 miles from Scott Base, 500 
miles from the South Pole. His two dog teams had raced sixty 
miles ahead and were at the actual site of the depot. Hillary was 
chasing them with his light Ferguson tractors, though he had 
lost his only Weasel. I do not think Hillary ever minded aban- 
doning the Weasel. He was in love with his Fergusons, vehicles 
originally intended for base work and only used for this journey 
on the adventurous insistence of Hillary. Depot 700 was on the 
plateau where Hillar/s main task was to establish the base with the 
aid of John Claydon, who would fly up supplies from Scott in the 
Beaver or Otter. It was never intended that Hillary should go to 
the South Pole, but neither was it ever intended that he should 
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stand fast at 700 to await Fuchs. Hillary's task was to establish 
a base, and then either remain there and await Fuchs if he were 
expected soon or, if he so desired, return to Scott Base, ready to 
fly back to 700 at the right moment. Fuchs would have been the 
last man in the world to suggest to Hillary that he should sit out on 
the ice at 700 indefinitely. Originally it had been hoped that Hillary 
would establish 700 just as Fuchs pushed over the Polar Cap towards 
this imaginary point on the map, but that was not to happen, for 
as Hillary reached 700, Fuchs, nearly 1,200 miles away on the other 
side of the continent, was in sore trouble. 

For two days there had been no news of him, as his team of 
twelve men and their seven battered vehicles, severely punished by 
crevasses, crawled up a treacherous 20-mile ice wall which barred 
their way to South Ice. It was at the foot of this very same wall that 
Fuchs, during his reconnaissance of the route in October, had had 
to abandon one of his vehicles. Now he was being held up by it 
again, and already he was a long, long way behind his schedule. As 
I flew up towards the Pole, Fuchs was attempting to puU up the one- 
in-ten gradient of the ice wall loads of as much as eight tons 
apiece. 

At the moment this was all I knew, and I had cabled the gist 
of it to London; while waiting for the Old Charger to warm up, I 
had also typed out a hundred words or so to be sent off from Mc- 
Murdo as soon as I was airborne. Due to the twelve hours difference 
in time (McMurdo and Scott being on New Zealand time, twelve 
hours ahead of London) this dispatch should have reached London 
in time for Thursday night’s paper, but it never got there, and the 
only news my editor had of my movements was an earlier message 
indicating that, weather permitting, I hoped to fly to the Pole on 
the Friday. After that a complete silence which, in the best tradi- 
tion of Fleet Street, gave my newspaper an excellent opportunity to 
pose, with some drama, the question to our readers, “Is Barber at 
the Pole?” 

I fear that, though this volume is concerned mainly with the 
fortunes of the Trans-Antarctic Eq>edition, as I saw it rmfold, this 
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chapter in a way must belong to me. It is not that I wish to daim 
undue credit for an air journey to the Pole which was on the “milk 
run” but, purely as a result of my professional duties, I did in fact 
reach the South Pole before any of the expedition members, and 
so it seems to me that this is the time to describe in detail this small 
man-made oasis which was in turn visited by Hillary and Fuchs, 
with myself on each occasion waiting there to greet them. Nobody 
but an idiot would compare the rigours of my eight-hour journey 
to the Pole with the magnificent determination that Fuchs and 
Hillary were displaying on the trail. All I will say about my share 
in the adventure is that I was very exdted to be flying up for the first 
time, and I liked it less the second and the third visits I made. But 
I am a newspaperman, and any journalist who has ink in his veins 
will never even think consciously of any discomfort if the goal is 
worth while. As far as I personally was concerned. Fate plus first- 
rate staff work by my ofiBce had placed me in an enviable position 
which I would never have believed possible in this modem world. 
It had given me the opportunity of being the first Britisher to reach 
the South Pole since Scott; but it had done more than that. An 
exclusive story for a couple of daj^ is one thing, but on this occasion 
(though I was not to know it yet) Fate and bad weather decreed 
that my exclusive dispatches from the Pole about the expedition 
should continue not for hours or days, but literally for weeks. Here 
I was in Antarctica, the only British journalist As soon as my first 
Pole story was printed, the rush started. Rivals started descending 
on the U.S. Navy authorities demanding permission to fly in. But 
there was nothing that anybody could do about it. A wall of filthy 
weather kept every other journalist out of Antarctica for weeks, 
even through Christmas, even through Hillary's arrival at the Pole. 
It was a fantastic state of affairs, and I cannot imagine any other 
part of the world where it could happen. No, this was no time to 
worry about the hazards of flying. There was a job to be done — ^solo, 
too. 

The Old Charger droned across the Shelf towards the foot of 
the Beardmore Glacier. It was very cold, for there was almost no 
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heating in the aircraft, but the weather was clear. After an hour or 
so, Gus Shinn came hack and one of the crew members brought 
cardboard cartons of hot soup and some old toast and peanut butter 
— ^breakfast. The cabin of the aircraft was filled with cargo, except- 
ing amidships where an enormous gasoline tank, rather like the 
boiler of a locomotive, had been installed. This gave Gus nearly 
400 extra gallons of gasoline — a lot for a twin-engined aircraft — 
but the presence of all this petrol so near at hand did not, fortu- 
nately, prevent anybody from smoking. 

I ima g in ed we would make the Pole in one hop, but around 
seven in the morning we started to descend. 

“I want to stop at Liv Station,” said Gus. “If you’re as cold as 
I am, you’ll want a cup of coffee as much as I do.” 

Liv Station had all the crazy fantasy one would expect when 
Americans decide to open up a continent, for it was nothing more 
nor less than a gasoline filling station. Situated about 300 miles 
from McMurdo, it consisted of two plastic huts, inhabited by three 
men (who would eventually spend the seven-month Antarctic win- 
ter there) , and a supply of airplane fuel. It was quite ridiculous, but 
Gus explained that with the DC 3, the climb up the Beardmore to 
the Polar Cap took a lot of extra fuel, and because of the treacherous 
weather and ever-present possibihty of forced landings, he hated 
to overload his plane with gasoline anyway. 

“Going up I like to stop at Liv,” he added, “but when we come 
back, it’s downhiU all the way, so we should be able to make it in 
one go.” 

Gus brought his plane down beautifully on the raw ice, and 
then roared across the terrain towards the two little huts with all 
the verve of a French taxi driver. 

“Gotta keep her going,” he yelled, “otherwise the skis’ll stick 
in the snow.” 

The three men came racing out to meet us from the loneliest 
inhabited place in tiie world. Liv, like McMurdo, was vnrongly 
named, and if you see it on one of the few maps, such as the Na- 
tional Geographic map of Antarctica, that mark it, it will be found 
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at the foot of the Liv Glacier. This was where the Americans first 
established the tiny base, but later, for convenience, they moved 
it, lock, stock, and gasoline dump, to the foot of the Beardmore. 
The name stayed. 

We kept the motors running even during refuelhng, and the 
crew and dentist and I stamped across the ice to the hut where 
the men lived, worked, and slept, the other hut being for stores. 
They had a huskie with them, a few tattered books, a radio set, of 
course, for contacting McMurdo, and an iron stove in the center 
of the hut on which a pot of coffee bubbled. There was no formality 
at Liv, just because Gus Shinn was a lieutenant commander. Nor 
did it matter that the cups were not of the cleanest; the coffee 
could not have tasted better. 

I thought, frankly, that the three men were all slightly crazy, 
as I would certainly have been, left alone in that white wilderness. 
Of the three, one hardly spoke a word all the hour we were there. 
The second had hair almost down to his shoulders, but was clean 
shaven, remarking with an irony that he didn’t quite realize, “I 
hate people who don’t shave. So dirty.” This might have been 
directed at the third member of the party who had an enormous 
beard, and who, when asked how they passed the time, muttered, 
“We used to play cards until the dog ate the seven of spades.” 

Just as we were going out to the airplane again, the silent man 
spoke. Gus asked him a direct question — “Looking forward to being 
relieved and going back to McMurdo?” 

'The man’s eyes gleamed. “Sure am,” he said, “I sure love Mc- 
Murdo.” 

“More than I do,” grunted the dentist. “What the hell you see 
in McMudhole?” 

“It’s the seals,” said the man, “I like to go down and kill the 
seals.” 

It was time to get airbomel 

From Liv we started to climb as we passed through one of the 
world’s most awe-inspiring sights, the Beardmore Glacier. I think 
I can say that, in all my travels, I have never seen a sight that 



South Pole Base 59 


stunned me so much with its sheer beauty. It was up the treacherous 
Beardmore that Scott and his four companions made their tragic 
journey in 1911-12, which ended in their deaths on their way back 
from the Pole. Shackleton, too, had cHmbed this natural stairway, 
over a hundred miles long, with its gaping crevasses and frozen cas- 
cades, only to turn back 112 miles short of the Pole. Now it was 
not only a place of exquisite beauty, but an old friend to the Polar 
pilots, marking their flight path through the Queen Maud range 
of mountains from the end of the Ross Ice Shelf to the plateau. 

Underneath, as we climbed, the glacier twisted and turned like 
a broad, majestic river, flanked on either side by great ranges and 
peaks. The ice was sometimes so blue I was tempted to believe that 
indeed it was a river. At times it was nanow, at otiiers, thirty miles 
across. The peaks above it were brown, white and blue. Tributary 
glaciers from the Polar Cap came in like veins of a leaf, aU moving 
relentlessly down towards the Ross Sea, where for time beyond 
count these great ice rivers have flooded into the sea and so formed 
the Ice Shelf. 

Gus took the Old Charger round the comers as though pilot- 
ing a ship, but soon the weather started to change. As we climbed 
to the top of the glacier, heavy cloud blotted everything out. Only 
our radar, with its yellow blobbing finger, warned us of neighbour- 
ing peaks. The winds increased, for ice is not the only thing tiiat 
flows down the Beardmore and its neighboring ice canyons. The 
cold, heavy air from the Polar plateau always ihrasts and seeks its 
ways downwards, and so is channelled into the natural chasms of 
the glaciers. 

"May have to turn back,” said Gus, “looks as though the 
weather is really dosing in.” 

In this part of the world there was virtually no really good 
weather data. The Pole broadcast a daily weather forecast, but it 
could alter so quickly and radio communication was so bad, that 
all could be changed, and the pilot know nothing about it, in a 
matter of minutes. We tried to reach the Pole station on our radio 
but couldn’t. 
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"Trouble is, you can’t tell,” explained Shinn. "Might be beau- 
tiful at the Pole. Only thing to do is go up and see for ourselves.” 

By the time we reached the top of the Beardmore, at 12,000 
feet, it began to get very cold. Even my mukluks couldn’t keep my 
feet warm. Below we could see nothing, except an occasional glimpse 
of the snow and ice, but even then I was never certain whether it 
was snow or cloud. 

When we reached the Pole, I saw it for a second, marked by 
a circle of old oil drums, then it vanished. It didn’t look more than 
a hundred feet below us. (Actually, Gus was flying 200 feet above 
ground level.) Then a whiteout came down. I saw the Pole station, 
the black smudge of half-buried huts, then that vanished too. It 
took Gus Shinn three tries to land the Old Charger because, more 
than any other air station in Antarctica, he had to be desperately 
careful at the Pole to land on the actual air strip. This was because 
the heavy program of air drops had left many crevasses, one of 
them 45 feet deep, where a tractor slipped its bearings while being 
parachuted down. At Liv, Gus landed quite happily on the raw ice, 
but at the Pole such a thing was inconceivable. The air strip was 
marked by a single line of barrels along one side, and the end was 
distinguished by strips of scarlet day-glow material. But even at two 
hundred feet it was impossible to see it for the first three passes. 

"I’ll give it one more go,” said Gus, “but if we don’t make it 
this time, we’ve got to go back to Liv.” 

There was nobody to help him. The Pole station did not have 
any experienced ground-to-air staff capable of leading a plane in. 
Gus was on his own. We circled round at low altitude, and then 
came down. And this time we made ih and the Old Charger landed 
as comfortably as a Britannia at London airport. A few moments 
later I wrenched open the aircraft door and jumped out and I was 
at the Pole. 

This was going to be the spot on earth where first Hillary then 
Fuchs would arrive in triumph. It was going to be, and very soon 
too, the center of a violent argument between the factions who ap- 
proved or otherwise of Hillary’s dash to the Pole. Even I had no 
inkling that I would be flying up there twice more and, even as I 
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landed, I did not know that I should stay four days on this, my first 
trip. I expected to stay for a bite of lunch, try and contact Fuchs, 
and then (as I had to go when the airplane went) fly straight back 
to McMurdo. 

In worsening weather, I walked across the ice to the collection 
of huts peeping out of the snow where eighteen men — ^nine Navy 
men, nine scientists — ^lived at the bottom of tiie world, for a year 
at a time, perhaps at once the most exciting and the most boring 
assignment open to man. 

With Gus and the two leaders of the Pole station, I ducked 
under a tunnel of snow and entered the main living-room of the 
camp. There we all started to take off layers of heavy clothing and 
dump them in a comer. The main hut had tubular lighting — ^that 
was the first thing that struck me — ^and aluminum walls. On one 
wall was a big blackboard tracing temperatures. I noticed one figure 
minus 102 degrees. The room was warm and comfortable and spot- 
lessly clean as we sat down for tiie inevitable cup of navy coffee. 
Along one side were five tables placed end to end with chairs or 
bendies for eating or writing. That — ^witb a long-playing gramo- 
phone at the end — ^took up half of the rectangular room. Along- 
side, for a quarter of the room, was the gall^ with its hot stove 
and coffee pots. The most conspicuous thing there was a large 
block of snow from which the cook cut off a slice every time he 
needed water for the coffee-pot. Two modem electric toasters kept 
company with this primitive water supply. The other quarter of 
the hut was the recreation section. The gramophone was playing 
Mendelssohn as I walked in. Books and magazines lined the walls, 
and on a small bench was the “Pole Post OflBce” which cancelled 
American stamps with its magical dateline, so sought after by 
philatelists. 

Other huts radiated from this. There was a small radio shack, 
sleeping quarters, science rooms, a combined bathroom, toilet and 
washhouse with its inevitable washing machine and electric razor 
plug. There was a garage for two Weasels and two tractors, and in 
one comer of it a snow melter. All these huts were linked by tun- 
nds covered with six feet of snow for insulation, the corridors being 
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used for food and fuel storage — enough food for five years, enough 
fuel for three. Altogether the station had 1,300 feet of tunneling, 
some going deep into the snow for scientific work in winter, others 
broadening out for the crates of food and stacks of spare scientific 
machines. 

Two men ran the station — Lieutenant Vernon Houk, the Navy 
boss, a doctor and only twenty-seven, and Palle Morgenson, “Mogy” 
to everybody, a Danish-American, who was in charge of the im- 
portant scientific work. Both were as eager to show me around as 
house-proud newlyweds, for these eighteen men were genuinely and 
delightfully excited at the state of their station. 

Little more than a year before, no man had Hved there. Then 
Dufek had landed, and the predecessors of Vem and Mogy had 
spent the first twelve months there building the station out of its 
parachuted supplies. 

The buildings were prefabricated, aluminum on the inside, a 
layer of fiber-glass insulation, and plywood on the outside. These 
buildings, dropped by parachute, could withstand temperatures of 
100 degrees below zero, and winds of a hundred miles an hour. 
Cargo after cargo of food had been dropped by Globemaster and 
stacked neatly away by the men of the camp. It was, I found, in- 
finitely better than the food at McMurdo (probably because cook- 
ing for a small number of men invariably means better quality) . 
I know that all the time I was there I ate like a horse, yet still lost 
weight. The usual ratio for a U.S. Navy man is about 3,200 calories, 
but at the Pole the men averaged 5,200 calories a day. Each 
man was hand-picked — ^as he had to be to spend a winter at the 
Pole. 

Dufdc told me that when it was decided to establish a Pole 
station, the first screening of the men began with the records of the 
volunteers. Each man had to pass a physical examination equiva- 
lent to that of “qualified for submarine duty.” 

“In our atomic submarines,” added Dufek, “it isn’t the fuel or 
mechanical equipment that limits the time out on patrol, but rather 
the limit of human endurance. The situation is comparable at 
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places like the Pole. During the winter night, with total darkness 
and the temperature plunged to seventy or eighty degrees "below 
zero, men have to live in close quarters. That is when tempers grow 
short and nerves are strained.” 

During the Antarctic winter it was often quite impossible to 
go outside for days at a time, so at the Pole, snow for water was ob- 
tained from a mine that went down underneath the huts in which 
the men lived. This in itself was a fantastic achievement in such 
a dimate, for it descended ninety feet below the surface with steps 
to successive platforms that looked eerily blue as I started to walk 
down. In fact the ice in the mine was so blue it was the only place 
at the Pole where one didn’t need antiwhite glasses. In the mine, 
men sawed snow with ordinary handsaws, cutting it into blocks that 
were loaded on sleds and drawn to the surface, in one of the tun- 
nels, by tractor winch. It was the toughest job at the South Pole, 
for the temperature in the snow mine was never higher than sixty 
degrees below zero. Each man had to work a minimum of two hours 
a week in the mine to keep the camp in water, while the glaciologists 
who used the mine to study ice at depth went down every day. 

It was quite obvious that there would be no flying for some 
time. 

“Better decide now to get your bags in,” said Vernon, so Gus, 
the aew members, and myself were given cots and sleeping bags 
in a plastic hut slightly apart from ftie main camp. This was the 
emergency hut, to be used in case fire wiped out the main camp — 
always a grave danger because of the lack of water. This hut, which 
soon came to be nicknamed the South Pole Press Qub, was almost 
covered with snow, and had stacked around it, covered with para- 
chute silk, enough food and fuel for six months, together with cots 
and bags for the whole station. It would have been rough living in 
it through an Antarctic winter, but it would have been possible. 

The Press Club, however, was not linked by tunnel to the main 
camp, which meant that, though it only took two minutes to walk 
there, I had to dress up to the ^es, literally, to make tlie hundred 
yards or so. It wasn’t only the reading on the ihermometer that 
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made one cold; it was the combination of temperature and wind 
force. On one beautiful windless day at the Pole, I stripped to the 
waist for sun-bathing at minus ten degrees. But on another day, 
clothed in layer after layer of heavy material, I nearly got frostbite 
at minus five — ^because of the sharp wind. 

Dufek summed it up: “Wind reduces the temperature acting 
on the body about one degree for a force of each knot. Thus, in a 
temperature of twenty degrees below, with a wind blowing twenty 
knots, the temperature acting on the body would be forty degrees 
below zero.” 

I found m)rself desperately cold on the first day, partly because 
of the wind, partly because of the altitude, and when I made the 
pilgrimage to the actual site of the Pole, unromantically ringed by 
oil drums, half a mile from the camp, I wore just about every stitch 
of clothing I possessed — ^three pairs of socks under my muHuks, 
long pants, padded trousers, thick vest, flannel shirt, heavy pullover, 
two scarves, then padded coat incorporating windbreaker. I had a 
navy-type hat with earflaps, and over that my windproof hood with 
fur trimmings and straps across ihe chin. Finally, three pairs of 
gloves — one nylon, one wool, the third an enormous outer case of 
mittens, easy to slip on and off and slung around my neck so they 
wouldn't get lost. 

As I trudged across the ice — ^the ice that stretched out 500 miles 
or more in every direction from the point where I stood — won- 
dered how Fuchs and Hillary were getting on. The utter desolation 
of the scene was almost frightening. For hundreds of miles, which- 
ever way one turned, not a beast nor a bird lived, not a blade of 
grass grew. It was the pivot point of a savage, tyrannical continent 
that gave no quarter, but here, at least, it had been tamed by the 
Americans. 

At the Pole itself the American flag was flying in a stiff breeze, 
but that night I planted the Union Jack by its side, the first tim<> 
it had flown there since Scott was at the Pole. It was not the best 
British flag in the world, for I painted it on a large white hand- 
kerchief, but it had to do. That night, too, in broad “daylight” of 
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course, Vern spent three hours digging a hole in the hard ice for 
a man-sized flagstaff and the following morning, at a brief cere- 
mony, the blue and white flag of the United Nations was hoisted 
side by side with the Stars and Stripes. It has never been taken down 
to this day, 

I was naturally eager to make the quickest possible contact 
with Fuchs, but there was no possibility on the first day. Fuchs 
had a radio schedule with the Pole each morning at ten. Sometimes 
it was possible to talk on voice frequencies, at other times the static 
was so bad the message had to be tapped out in Morse. The radio 
shade at the Pole was tiny, but it was very efficiently run by two 
men, so that there was always a man on duty. They took down any 
messages that Fuchs wanted passed on, then had an afternoon 
schedule with Scott Base or Hillary on the trail (if they could get 
a contact with him) giving them the latest news from Fuchs, and 
then taking any messages that would be transmitted to Fuchs the 
following morning. This was how Fudis and HiUary kept in touch. 
Naturally, the messages were brief. Normally they included the 
exact position of each branch of the expedition, and this in itself 
would be of the utmost value to me, for I could then work out on a 
map the distances covered since previously reported positions and 
get some idea of the pace Fuchs was making. But there was nothing 
to be done that first day — except to wander in a slight daze round 
and round the camp, absorbing the fascinating details of this strange 
new world. 

The privaq^, for example. At McMurdo there was no privacy, 
though I later tried to make myself a cubicle with army blankets 
strung on rope near my cot. At the Pole, the 'eighteen members of 
the station had the same basic facilities as those at McMurdo — ^a 
hut, a bed, some blankets. Yet each man had built up round his 
bed space fantastic little private worlds, which indirectly reflected 
the characters of the men, Vernon Houk had his bed and a tiny 
desk made out of a packing case. He had built a wall of plywood 
round it, with a curtain door of paradiute silk. An obvious intellec- 
tual who appreciated the better things of life, he had painted above 
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his bed two small imitation windows, and decorated them with 
home-made curtains of blue and scarlet parachute silk. From old 
pieces of painted cardboard he had cut out vivid artificial flowers. 

Mogy on the other hand liked more bed space, but instead of 
a desk had made an armchair where he could relax. Out of old 
butter boxes he had made bookshelves round the bed, with books 
in English and Danish and photographs of his family ranged on 
the top shelf. He, too, had built himself a wall of wood. Others 
merely curtained their spaces off from the next bed with the ever- 
present gaily coloured silks from parachutes that lay dotted all over 
the immediate white vicinity of the camp, waiting to be picked 
up. As always with the Americans, the “extras” such as packing 
cases, old parachutes, empty drums, were never recovered for pos- 
sible future use. Once a parachute had served its purpose at the 
Pole it was thrown away — or left, a bright splash of color, on the 
snow. 

The food was far better too. In fact, by and large, it was very 
good indeed, considering all the problems, and much more civilized 
meal hours were kept than at McMurdo. And as at Scott Base, 
you could walk into the galley any time you Hked and cut yourself 
a slice of bread and jam or pour yourself a cup of coffee. At Mc- 
Murdo, this was naturally not possible because of the size of the 
operation. At the Pole, Sunday was “brunch” day to give the cook 
a few hours of liberty. We got up when we liked, and cooked our 
own combined breakfast and lunch of bacon and powdered eggs, 
sausages, fried bread. That had to last us through the day until 
the big meal at six p.m., which was cooked professionally. Each man 
on the station, including Vernon and Mogy, took turns to be “mess 
boy,” washing and stacking the dishes, and cleaning out the galley 
and its pots and pans. It was all very informal and all very pleasant. 

Each evening after supper there was a camp movie, for the 
Pole station had a stock of 500 films. You had to choose your film 
early and get it out from the corridor, for it took an hour and a half 
to unfreeze the film for showing. The same with the beer. Beer was 
unlimited, but it was no good suddenly saying you felt like a drink. 
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then going to fetch it from the corridor beer store, for it would be 
as solid as a rock. Spirits were allowed for an hour or so each Satur- 
day evening. They were on the house — ^the U.S. Navy — ^and con- 
sisted mainly of a remarkable brand of Bourbon whisly called Old 
Methusalem, best taken when mixed with tinned orange juice to 
disguise its rather peculiar flavor. We drank an awful lot of Old 
Methusalem that first night I was at tire Pole, when the station 
held a small party in my honor — ^with a dinner of pork chops and 
three vegetables, followed by rice pudding. It was a wonderful feel- 
ing sitting there, not quite realizing I was there, surrounded by good 
companions in this wonderland of linking tunnels, planted and 
maintained by man for over a year in conditions so hostile that in 
five minutes outside the first morning my lips turned a real blue 
with cold, and in ten minutes taking photographs without gloves, 
the white of my fingers warned me of frostbite. Somewhat naturally, 
the attention of people at home was centered on the adventurous 
exploits of Fuchs and Hillary, but here too was an adventurous 
exploit that would probably in the end be of equally lasting value to 
mankind, and which was continuing, moving forward all the time. 

Late on the first afternoon, Gus talked to McMurdo. The 
weather was excellent down on the Sound, and likely to remain so. 
But as it was so bad near South Ice, no contact could be made 
with Fuchs, and I was horrified that I might have to leave without 
speaking to him. Fortunately (from my point of view) when we 
walked outside the main hut, nature chose that moment to start 
an ice fog — ^something I would rather have seen from the other 
side of the window if the camp had had windows. It was like a 
light snowstorm, but as it was too cold to snow, it was formed of 
tiny ice crystals that bit into the exposed parts of our faces with 
diabolical fury. Even with this we could have taken off, but, as 
Shinn said, “If we had engine trouble on take-off, even minor, we 
couldn’t turn back. Even two hundred 5 ^ds from the Pole we 
would never find it again.” 

The next day, Saturday the fourteenth, it was still impossible 
to fly. But it was also impossible to contact Fuchs. For nearly an 
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hour the Pole radiomen tried to speak to him, but only a few un- 
decipherable words came through, and finally we had to give it up. 
Fuchs was still presumably battling up the ice wall, but a radio 
blackout, the first of many I was to experience in Antarctica, cut 
off all communications with him. Sometimes the blackout would 
cut communications with the outside world for days at a time. We 
could still get through to McMurdo, and I was on tenterhooks that 
we might have to fly back before establishing radio contact with 
Fuchs, the major reason for my flight to the Pole. I began to con- 
sider the possibility of requesting permission to stay on at the Pole, 
even if the aircraft flew back, but it was not perhaps the wisest thing 
to do. Communications from the Pole were very diflEcult, and I 
wanted too to try and send a batch of photographs back to the of&ce. 
I would not have minded staying on a week or so, but from the 
latest Fuchs position, it seemed likely that it would be some con- 
siderable time before he reached the Pole — ^and at that time there 
was still no suggestion that Hillary would make his dash there. 

Not that I minded the enforced stay at the Pole which the 
bad weather was permitting me to enjoy. I had time to do all the 
time-honored tricks which the Pole dwellers pointed out to me. I 
walked round the world in three minutes, by circling the oil drums 
and thus crossing every time zone on earth! I twiddled the fingers 
of my watch haphazardly, knowing that wherever they rested, it 
would be the right time, since every time zone converges on the 
Pole. For the same reason I was able to set off in diametrically 
opposite directions, safe in the knowledge that on each occasion I 
was walking due north. This was all nonsense and fun, but then 
everything was topsy-turvy. I found that all sorts of new values 
manifested themselves, and all kinds of new irritations too. What 
would one think was the most ubiquitous article at the Pole? Some- 
thing I found stacked up in boxes ready for use everywhere. Paper 
handkerchiefs. Without them life would have been utterly misera- 
ble, for though there were no colds at the Pole, I oiJy had to step 
outside for two minutes and my nose started running. The sore 
noses must have been terrible in the old days, for an ordinary 
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handkerdiief wouldn’t last five minutes against the running noses 
of polar living. A few moments of warmth, a few good blows on 
tissues, and it stopped. 

Then I found that my lighter didn’t work properly because of 
the altitude, and as I didn’t at first like to diminish the supplies of 
the Pole’s matches, life became a slightly mad effort to conserve 
my own matches. I couldn’t buy matches because money didn’t 
exist. There wasn’t any at the Pole. There was a small shop, selling 
cigarettes, flints, and chocolate, but it did not even have anybody 
serving you. The stock was laid out in a comer of one hut, and 
when you wanted anything you were trusted to write down the de- 
tails in a small book and sign for the articles. Presumably these 
notes eventually went to Washington and the totals were deducted 
from the men’s pay, but money itself was never in evidence, so it was 
difficult for me, a casual stranger, to buy anything. 

I found, too, I drank very little, largely because it was just too 
much trouble. When we had our hour of drinking on that Satur- 
day night, we had to prepare the beer two hours beforehand, taking 
the tins of solidified beer and putting them into buckets of hot 
water by the stove. The Bourbon we drank either with orange juice 
or on snow, cutting a slice of snow from the block in the gall^ and 
putting it into a glass before pouring the whisky over it. 

But perhaps the most irritating factor of all was the meticulous- 
ness required when I put things into pockets before venturing out- 
side. Obviously I wanted to get out as much as possible. I found 
that so long as I did not walk too quickly at 10,000 feet, I could 
spend lots of time happily walking about, just taking in the fantastic 
desolate stretch of white, exactly the same whichever direction I 
took. But I soon found that when I dressed up to go outside, if I 
didn’t put my things into the right pockets, life became almost un- 
bearable. At the Pole, you fumble with mittened hands. Your gog- 
g[les doud up, the frozen fur from your hood gets into your mouth, 
your nose starts mnning and the stuff that runs freezes into an 
aggravating icicle — but all the time, because the hood comes right 
out in front of the head to protect it against the wind, you are like 
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a horse in blinkers, seeing nothing to right or left. So you must work 
by touch — ^mittened touch. You can take your gloves oflE for a 
minute, but only a minute. You can take off your snow goggles and 
you will not go blind, but you won’t see a thing for ten minutes 
when you go indoors. I never realized until I reached the Pole what 
a curse my reading glasses are. Normally, they are at hand in my 
breast pocket, but outside on the Polar plateau, I needed them each 
time I had to check the tiny figures on my exposure meter. This 
meant taking off my sun glasses and finding my reading glasses three 
layers down in my clothes. Then I would want to make a note of 
the photograph. That meant another pocket for pencil and note- 
book. If an 3 d:hing was in the wrong pocket, it meant nothing got 
done. All these movements had to be done with some semblance 
of speed because I was not specially trained for the swift transi- 
tion from Paris to the Pole, and though the temperature round 
about minus twenty may not seem to have been too cold, the 
thermometer could change with alarming speed, or a wind could 
alter the temperature effects on the body in a few minutes. Not 
long before my visit, the temperature was down to a hundred below 
zero and at that temperature it takes exactly ten seconds to freeze 
a man’s face. 

When I went down the snow mine to do my stint of cutting 
snow for water, the temperature was minus 6i degrees. Even 
though I had carefully smeared my lips with antichap lipstick (that 
valuable httle tube no Pole dweller ever leaves behind) I found 
that after twenty minutes my outer mittens were as stiff as boards 
and my lips cracked like parchment. I wanted to photograph the 
snow mine with a fairly slow film instead of Tri-X, so for this 
I borrowed a bank of fioodlights of the kind sold over the counter 
to amateur photographers. They were excellent, and I plugged the 
end of the flex into a convenient electric hght socket, one of many 
at intervals on the way down the mine. I had enough trouble with 
my own camera fogging, but what never entered my head was the 
effect of the cold on the rubber flex of the lights, which lay on the 
snow. WTien I had taken my photographs and switched off the 
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floods, the thickly insulated rubber flex just snapped like — I was 
going to say like a cotton thread, but it wasn’t that, it had frozen 
stiff and broken like a thin piece of glass. 

In between these pursuits, there was always plenty of time for 
good music, for the Pole had a library of classics I would dearly 
love to own myself. There were letters to be written and franked 
“South Pole,” though one never knew when they would be dis- 
patched. And there were innumerable cups of coffee with Gus and 
Vem and Mogy and the others, just talking to pass the time. Some 
of the men had been living at the Pole for more than a year. AH of 
them were in their way celebrities with the American public, but 
they took their jobs very modestly even though the glamor of the 
Pole station was bringing them hundreds of fan letters from all 
over the world. 

The most important concerned Dr. Fudis and was received 
by Chet Segers, the cook, from an English lady — ^English mother 
of Vernon Houk. Segers was a wonderful cook — a matter of vital 
importance because breakfast, lunch, and dinner became the only 
clocks in a world that knew no dark and where time was on holiday. 
This letter read: “When Dr. Fuchs arrives at the South Pole you 
can be sure he will want a nice cup of tea. Please make it for him 
this way. Heat the pot inside and outside. Put in one teaspoonful 
of tea for each cup. When you have made the tea let it brew under 
a cozy for ten minutes. If you have no cozy, double up a pillow and 
tie it round the pot with the cord of a dressing gown.” 

When I last saw Chet Segers he was energetically undoing 
the tea from those monstrosities called tea bags and getting in some 
practice. 

This lady was not the only Pole fan. When Vem Houk said 
casually that he saw no reason why he shouldn’t try to start a 
garden at the Pole, scores of people airmailed him little bags of 
soil. Another woman sent the camp 1,100 bars of chocolate. A third 
— ^sadly misguided — ^sent the one thing of no value, a dollar bill, 
which was pinned to the camp notice board. But among these well- 
wishers, a new menace had sprung up. Since the cancelled stamps 
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had a definite philatelic interest, hundreds of people were writing 
for letters bearing the Pole postmark. The record was held by a 
man from Texas who had already airmailed to the Pole packets 
containing a thousand envelopes, already stamped, to be sent back 
to him, suitably franked. 

He was only one of the nuisances that impinged from the 
far-oflF outside world into the land of private white lives which I had 
so startlingly joined; a private world of timeless existence, intent on 
scientific research and the arduous business of staying alive, cut 
oflF, it was true, from the luxuries of life, but cut o£E also from the 
crises and curses of a world almost forgotten. 



6. In Touch with the Expedition 


On December i6, I made my first radio contact with the Trans- 
Antarctic Expedition, still battling heroically in wretched condi- 
tions before South Ice. For three days there had been a radio 
blackout, and Dr. Fuchs, never noted for the verbosity of his mes- 
sages even during favorable conditions, had been out of touch 
with Ehllary and with the expedition headquarters in London for 
some time. 

When the omens for a radio conversation were good, I ap- 
proached the task with considerable caution. Though Dr. Fudis’ 
contract to write for The Times did not preclude him from giving 
information to the press, the slow progress of his party had been 
shrouded in such secrecy that I felt instinctively any interference 
by other newspapers would not be well received. WTien Fuchs 
finally arrived at the Pole he could not have been more generous 
with the time he gave me, though he must have been dead beat 
after his long haul across the plateau. 

But this was much later and after several reporters had man- 
aged to reach the Pole. When I first made my radio contact with 
Fuchs in mid-December I was the only one. Not even The Times 
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had so far found it necessary to send a representative to Antarctica, 
for Fuchs himself was their correspondent. At this stage, therefore, 
one could readily understand a certain reticence on the part of 
Fuchs to see the latest details of his progress in a newspaper other 
than the one to which he was accredited. 

Fortunately, one can always count on the Americans to help 
the press. I talked the matter over with Vernon Houk, then with 
Stan Greenwood, the operator on duty, and it was agreed that after 
the routine messages had been dealt with, Stan would tell the 
Fuchs operator there was an Englishman at the Pole who wanted 
to say hullo and wish the expedition good luck. I, on my part, 
determined to limit my questions to purely noncontroversial sub- 
jects. I did not need to question the position of the party; this I 
could determine from the routine messages which were passing 
through the Pole and which nobody could stop me from overhear- 
ing. I wanted, above all else, to gather some picture, however 
sketchy, of life on the ice, and, by talking later to Hillary or his 
rear headquarters, piece together the first accurate picture of the 
expedition’s fortunes. 

A curious incident preceded my radio talk. During the course 
of our conversation, Vernon Houk said casually, “It certainly looks 
as though Hillary will make the Pole long before Fuchs does.” 

“What makes you think he’s coming to the Pole?” I asked. 

“Wouldn’t you — ^if you were in his place?” 

It had naturally passed through my mind that Hillary — ^already 
at 700 — ^might make a dash for the Pole, but I had not given the 
matter much serious thought. Later, though, there was a second 
incident: when the Pole station was speaking to Scott Base, I heard 
Stan Greenwood relaying a message from Houk, “TeU Hillary if he 
can make the Pole by Ghristmas, we are saving a bottle of cham- 
pagne for him.” 

Soon after ten a.m. the Fuchs radio — called Shackleton 
Mobile — came through perfectly: “This is Shackleton Mobile call- 
ing South Pole — can you hear me, Shaddeton Mobile calling 
South Pole.” 
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To this Stan Greenwood, the tough loo per cent American 
who was the Pole’s chief radio operator, replied in a manner that 
for his race was truly startling. After identifying the station, he 
said in the most un-American way possible: 

“We are receiving you loud and clear, old chap! How are you? 
Jolly good to hear you again, old man!” 

Shackleton Mobile replied: “Morning, Stan. We are receiving 
you loud and clear, loud and clear. Over to you, old man, over.” 

It was all so casual, it might have been a couple of old friends 
talking on the phone about a game of golf. 

I do not know how this short conversation strikes anybody 
reading it in cold print, but at that moment, sitting on an upturned 
biscuit tin with a notebook on my knees, and surrounded by the 
mysterious knobs and dials of modem radio, it sent a terrific thrill 
through me. To be sitting there in the radio shack, a pin point in 
a white desert, talking from the South Pole to these lonely men 
five hundred miles away on the ice could not leave me unmoved. 
Then I got a shock. 

Stan said to the man on the other end of the schedule, “We’ve 
got an Englishman staying with us, old man, wants to say hullo 
to you, over.” 

Across the waves came a pleasant English voi(«, “That you, 
Noel! Glad to hear you made it! Yes, we heard on the BBC you’d 
reached the Pole. What’s the weather like?” 

“What's the weather like with you?” I asked. “Over.” 

“Well, the going’s very rough and slow,” came the reply. “We 
are just heading round the south end of Shackleton Mountain. 
We got through four crevasses y^terday all right, but we’re cer- 
tainly used to getting in and out of holes.” 

This was Ralph Lenton speaking to me, one of the expedi- 
tion’s radio operators. A month or so later Ralph and I toasted each 
other at the Pole. But Ralph was able to give me, in his free and 
easy fashion, aU the details I required. One more Weasel, he told 
me, had fallen into a crevasse on the previous day, but had been 
recovered. 



76 THE WHITE DESERT 


At the time I was speaking to them, Fuchs was inching for- 
ward on an inland ice shelf a thousand feet above sea level and 
slowly approaching the Shaddeton range of mountains. 

“After we get past this it should be fairly easy going to South 
Ice,” said Ralph — but South Ice was still 500 miles from the Pole. 

“Today,” he added, “we are facing a big crevasse. We’re hav- 
ing great difficulty getting round it, though it’s a lovely day here.” 

As I sat there, talking backwards and forwards, I still could 
hardly imagine the Sno-Cats and Weasels plodding forward so 
many miles away while I chatted to them so casually about the 
weather. 

So many varying reports about the expedition’s speed had 
appeared in different publications that I asked Ralph outright 
what average he was making. 

“On an average, about fourteen miles a day,” he said. “One 
day we did sixty-five miles, but on other days we can only make 
one or two miles in a day; with our full load we can sometimes 
travel ten miles an hour, but more often it’s seven, and sometimes 
it’s down to three. StiU, once we reach South Ice, we hope to step 
up our speed to at least twenty miles a day. With luck we should 
be at South Ice in less than a week.” 

The expedition did not reach South Ice quite so quickly as 
Ralph hoped. Ahead of them lay five more beasts of aevasses and 
many whiteouts which made it virtually impossible to proceed at 
more than walking pace, testing out the ground ahead. The cre- 
vasses covered more than twenty miles of closed broken country. 

‘When we get to South Ice,” added Ralph, “we’re going to 
have a rest of three days to work on our vehicles. We haven’t had 
any really serious vehicle trouble so far, touch wood.” 

This was in itself a miracle, for, as Ralph told me, the vehicles 
were taking terrible punishment, and now for the first time I was 
able to piece together some of the fantastic work required to keep 
them rolling across the ice and snow, the work of two of the expedi- 
tion’s most tireless workers, thirty-three-year-old David Pratt and 
Roy Homard, of Sheerness, England, the engineers. Every 200 
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miles of the 2,000-mile crossing of Antarctica, these two men had 
to overhaul the vehicles in temperatures very rarely less than minus 
twenty — ^at which reading of the thermometer you can bum your 
hands when you touch metal. Each 200 miles they had to grease 
the 296 rollers of each cat, top up with oil all the differentials, gear 
boxes, and heavy working parts, then grease the 50 chassis and pon- 
toon nipples, tighten the 130 track bars. 

Over the radio a picture slowly developed. Their first trouble 
with the vehicles started when they were only 30 miles out of 
ShacHeton Base at the very start of their trek, when the leading 
Sno-Cat, named Rock 'n Roll — ^which naturally took most of the 
punishment — ^suddenly dropped into a crevasse and fractured its 
chassis. The Sno-Cat was hauled out and Pratt and Homard jacked 
it up on planks — ^the planks being needed to stop the jacks from 
burying themselves in the snow under the 5,000 lb. weight of tiie 
vehicle. It took the two men a solid 24 hours of work, with only 
two breaks for tea, to repair the cat, which they did by disconnect- 
ing the two main springs and putting in a new plate. 

Only four days before I spoke to them, said Ralph, the leading 
Sno-Cat, in which Fuchs and Stratton were travelling, found an- 
other wide crevasse which caused more bitter delay. Ralph gave me 
the bare outlines, but the details were filled in later by Fuchs, who 
said that 80 yards before reaching a flag marking the beginning of 
a crevasse zone, “we felt the well-known sinking feeling as the nose 
of the cat rose in front of us and the back sank deeper and deeper. 
For a moment we hung suspended by the sledge tow-bar, then tore 
off its four bolts and we dropped again till the back of the eight- 
feet-high body was level with Ae surface. On either side a yawning 
chasm had appeared and David Stratton and I had the problem of 
climbing out over the pontoons to firm snow.” 

This, said Ralph, was typical of the troubles that tortured the 
party before South Ice. Fuchs and Stratton could do nothing but 
wait until the other vehicles caught up with them. Then Fuchs 
learned that in fact he had broken through one crevasse after 
another, without realising it until the largest finally trapped them. 
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To their dismay, the engineers found serious fractures in the 
chassis. It took two days to repair or replace the broken parts. 

Fuchs was finding that on the route to South Ice some of the 
terrain he had safely traversed on his proving trip in October was no 
longer so safe. The sun had so softened many crevasse bridges that 
they could no longer bear the weight of the Sno-Cats. It took Fuchs 
three days to probe a new route — and in doing so he almost 
smashed one of the four tracked pontoons of his Rock 'n Roll 
Sno-Cat. It took a day to make rough repairs, and Fuchs sent a 
message to Lewis asking him to fly out a new track pontoon. 

“How is the air support under Lewis working out?” I asked 
Ralph. The answer was what I might have expected — ^it all de- 
pended on the weather. 

In this case, bad weather grounded the planes for days — ^yet 
the engineers managed to keep the machines going in a climate 
of which Admiral Byrd wrote: 

“Cold does queer things. At fifty degrees below zero a flash- 
light dies out in your hand. At minus fifty degrees kerosene will 
freeze, and the flame will dry up on the wick. At minus sixty 
degrees rubber turns brittle. . . . Below minus sixty degrees cold 
will find the last microscopic touch of oil in an instrument and stop 
it dead. If there is the slightest breeze, you can hear your breath 
freeze as it floats away, making a sound like that of Chinese fire- 
crackers.” 

Yet Pratt and Homard kept the machines going — even once 
when a steering component broke. To mend it, they rigged up a 
pale green tent and instead of welding masks, each man wore 
three pairs of sun glasses. The punishment the vehicles were taking 
was staggering. And there would be much more to come, for 
though 1,500 miles of the journey was across the rough undulating 
ice-snow plateau, 500 miles of it was across sastrugi, the wind- 
hardened ridges of snow anything up to five feet high, while two 
hundred miles were crevassed areas. 

“Mind you, it isn’t all as bad as that,” Ralph chuckled on tiie 
radio. “We’ve even had some days when we were stripped to the 
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waist for sunbathing. We’re all getting very sunburned. We look a 
bit grubby, but you can’t really expect anything else, can you?” 

No, it wasn’t all like that, but it wasn’t all sunbathing either, 
and each of the days was being fought out on a diet starting with 
five ounces of porridge and cocoa for breakfast, a cold lunch of 
meat paste or sardines and processed cheese with coffee or tea, 
and dinner of pemmican, curried, boiled, fried, or stewed, but al- 
ways, always pemmican. 

I was very tempted to ask if I could speak to Fuchs himself 
on the radio, but thought better of it. I would have been put in a 
very difiEcult position had he requested me to treat the talk as “off 
the record” and I should have had no choice but to comply. I 
thought it better to talk instead to the unsung heroes who were 
travelling with him. 

Finally I asked Ralph, “When do you expect to reach the 
Pole?” 

I heard one man chuckle, and another replied, “That’s like 
looking into a crystal ball, but I hope once we have passed the 
mountains, we shall be able to make up our lost time.” 

The “lost time” was the critical phrase, for the team was a 
long way behind schedule. In fact, as Hillary was laying Depot 700, 
Fuchs should in theory have been approaching the same spot, yet 
he was even now weeks away from the Pole, in itself 1,200 ground 
miles from Scott Base. As I spoke to the expedition, Fuchs was 
600 miles from the Pole, and seventy miles the far side of South 
Ice. 

“Don’t worry about us,” said Ralph. “We’re going to make 
it. Are you going to wait at the Pole for us?” 

I told him I was not sure, but that I hoped, in any event, to 
return when Fuchs anived. 

When we had finished our conversation, Stan Greenwood 
took over to sign off; and again I heard Stan talking English. 
Finally, of all things, and perhaps without realising he was doing 
it, he said, 'Well, cheerio until tomorrow, Ralph old boy. 
Toodle-00 and pip-pip and all that sort of thingl” 
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Quite obviously it would be a long, long time before Bunny 
Fuchs reached the Pole, let alone Depot 700, for he stiU had the 
wicked terrain before South Ice. Yet when I talked the same day 
to Hillary's rear base, they told me he was roughly 500 miles 
from the Pole, ahead on the plateau — ^that meant Depot 700 — 
with much faster and easier going than that which faced Fuchs. 

"You see,” declared Vernon Houk, "Hillary could get to the 
Pole for Christmas if he wanted to.” 

But would he be allowed to? The relation between the two 
explorers was quite dear. Fuchs was the leader of the expedition, 
and Hillary was employed as leader of a support party, however 
dangerous and invaluable his work was to be (and I doubt if Fuchs 
could ever have reached Scott Base before the winter without Hil- 
lar/s help). But wouldn’t Hillary have to get permission from 
Fuchs to "go it alone” to the Pole? I couldn’t help wondering if 
Fuchs would grant such a permission to a rival for hero’s laurels, who 
would by such a trip steal much of the leader’s thunder. The feeling 
at the Pole was certainly that Hillary would be crazy not to push 
on to the Pole, but it was still a very tenuous feeling and perhaps 
' unwisely I did not take it very seriously. Not that it mattered. 
There was still time for that hurdle when I came to it, if I ever did. 

The weather improved, and flying was possible that night. I 
seriously debated the advisability of staying on at the Pole, but I 
couldn’t see Fuchs arriving for at least three or four weeks, during 
which time I might be much better employed at Scott Base or Mc- 
Murdo, where communications were better. But the real factor 
which decided me to leave was an uneasy feeling that if I made a 
habit of talking to the Fuchs expedition, its members would be told 
that, as a rival to The Times, I was persona non gfota on their 
particular air waves. It was a hunch, but it was a true one, for my 
radio talk had an astonishing and swift repercussion, which could 
have been aimed only at me. I naturally made the most of my talk 
in my dispatches to London, where they were displayed with ill the 
vigor of a newspaper which has exclusive news of public interest. 
In other words, in the language of Fleet Street, it was a ready-made 
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“scoop.” Here was tie first detailed news of the party's progress and 
how it was faring. It was naturally picked up from the Mail by 
radio and television stations, and the story itself syndicated to news- 
papers all over the world. Within a few hours the news had come 
back to Fuchs on the trail, presumably via the BBC. I had in my 
dispatches given accurate pinpointed positions of Dr. Fuchs’ camps 
at various times, information of a later nature than any that ap- 
peared in The Times, for which the doctor was writing laconic 
dispatches when the mood took him. 

This in itself scooped The Times as well as the rest of Fleet 
Street. I did not obtain this information from Fuchs himself, I 
acquired it merely by listening to the messages that Fuchs sent to 
Hillary via the Pole, and reading some of the back messages that 
had previously passed through the station. There was nothing wrong 
about it, as I knew full well before I ever set off for the Pole. The 
material was not classified as a military secret and, therefore, could 
not, by American Navy custom, be kept from the press. (At Mc- 
Murdo, for instance, every single message in or out of the station 
was made available to the press and kept on a file for reference.) 

But naturally the last thing tihat Fuchs ever expected was to 
have a British newspaper reporter at the Pole, listening in to his 
“conversations” with Hillary. I can understand his astonishment, 
which was no greater than mine at fi ndin g myself suddenly living at 
such an outlandish spot. But there it was. And reaction of the 
expedition leaders was swift. A message reached Vernon Houk, the 
Station Navy commander, requesting him to withhold all informa- 
tion about the expedition’s position sent via the Pole station “from 
the press.” Which meant of course me, as the sole representative at 
the Pole of our much-maligned profession. 

Poor Vernon did not quite know what to do. He did not want 
to upset the expedition, partly because of his admiration for the 
work they were doing, and partly also because the Pole station was 
supplied from McMurdo, which was built on territory claimed by 
New Zealand, and anything in the nature of an international brush 
was, as I was the first to agree, something to be definitely avoided. 
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In the end Vernon did the only sensible thing. He sent the message 
forward to the Admiral for his comments, and Admiral Dufek re- 
plied as tartly as diplomacy would allow, with the following cable: 

“It is not my policy to withhold nonclassified information from 
the press. Request you inform Dr. Fuchs and Sir Edmund Hillary 
not to send information! to American stations which they do not 
wish to be made available to the press.” 

I must say that, though I could well understand Fuchs’ desire 
to play fair with The Times, to which he was committed and which 
had supported him nobly, his request to the Americans was a trifle 
unreasonable in view of the use he was making of their station and 
men (a service gladly and unstintingly given by the Americans, I 
may add). Fuchs must also have realised that The Times alone 
was not paying for the Trans-Antarctic Expedition, but that public 
money from tibe British taxpayer’s pocket had been generously 
accorded to finance the venture. 

As far as the American aid was concerned, it must never be 
forgotten that the presence of the American Navy units and their 
aircraft made all the difference to the morale of the expedition. 
Though Fuchs naturally hoped to make this great achievement a 
purely family affair within the Commonwealth, he and his col- 
leagues must have known all the time of the mighty strength that 
lay behind their frail human efforts, ready to be offered to save 
life and limb at the first request by tire expedition. Though never 
begging for help, all along tiie trail, Fuchs and Hillary “used” the 
Americans in small ways — ^their radio, garage facilities at the Pole, 
a special flight to the Pole so that Hillary and Fuchs could meet, 
even medical supplies when one member of Fuchs' team was taken 
seriously ill. 

The combination of this state of affairs was, of course, openly 
if politely discussed by the Americans. And when one takes into 
consideration as well that Fuchs was travelling on public funds, I 
think his request to the Americans about a solitary British nevw- 
paperman was a little ill-timed. I was, of course, bigoted — ^who 
would not be in my position?— but I always feel that when public 
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money is being expended, the public has a right to know what is 
happening as the result of that expenditure — ^if somebody, in this 
case my newspaper, takes the trouble to find out. Fuchs had, it is 
true, made some arrangement so that Reuter's news agency could 
have emasculated versions of the dispatches sent by the temporary 
Times man at Scott Base, but, perhaps because of tie delays in 
reaching the Pole, the expedition’s progress was being kept just as 
secret as Dr. Fuchs wished until I came on the scene and by a very 
simple amount of reading and listening and putting two and two 
together, was able to give Britishers the first real details of what 
was happening. 

However, on the other hand, one had to be fair. This was 
Fuchs’ show, and (so long as he did not become a press dictator) 
he had a right to run it his own way. And nothing could have 
dimmed my admiration for the man. I decided, therefore — having, 
I must admit, one good exclusive story already in print all over the 
world — ^that it would be more courteous of me not to insist on “my 
rights.” It was this, mord than an 5 ^hing else, which made me decide 
to leave the Pole. I little knew that in a matter of da)^ I was going 
to throw another monkey wrench into the intricate Antarctic works. 

But firstly I had to return to McMurdo with Gus Shiim in the 
Old Charger, and when the whiteouts lifted and we prepared to 
leave (the first task being to heat the engines and oil with automatic 
heaters for two hours before we dared to turn the propellers) I 
said good-by to Vem and Mogy and the other boys at the Pole 
with genuine regret, and a considerable doubt whether I should ever 
see that strange httle shed again. I had been immensely impressed 
with the Pole and the people who manned it in such alien condi- 
tions, and though it was obvious that Fuchs would in time reach 
its hospitable huts, getting up there myself was a much more doubt- 
ful matter. Weather during which men on the ice could advance 
might still preclude any flying, as for example in the past few da 3 ?s. 
I might easily be unable to greet Fuchs at the Pole — or HiHary if, 
as I was beginning to wonder, he decided to make a dash for it 

Vem and Mogy pressed me warmly to return. I had made many 
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friends there who, though short of the amenities of life, gave me 
farewell gifts that touched me deeply. Chei; the cook, found me a 
navy can opener, a fearsome instrument that now adorns my 
kitchen table and which opens cans automatically with an ease I 
had never considered possible. One of the meteorologists, Steve 
Fazekas, produced a lighter for me, engraved with a design to 
commemorate the Pole station and unobtainable anywhere else 
except at the Pole, very small supplies having been sent by an 
American firm. 

But the trip back was to be much more than a “milk run” — 
it was a milk-bottle run in a whiteout that took all the resources of 
Gus to bring the Old Charger through. As we started, Gus said 
blithely, “Come on, Noel, let’s see if we can make it!” 

They were about the last cheerful words of the trip. The first 
thing that went on the flight back was the plane’s heating system. 
At 12,000 feet above the plateau, it simply froze up. A short while 
later, after moving down towards the Beardmore Glacier, a white- 
out started, and in heavy, milky clouds with white sky meeting 
white snow, the radar froze up too. 

We took off with the assistance of sixteen Jato bottles to help 
combat the thin atmosphere and extreme cold. Jato stands for 
Jet Assisted Take-Off. They are bottles of solid fuel, costing about 
$400 each, that are fastened round the outside of the belly of the 
aircraft rather like bombs and fired electrically. The pilot normally 
starts his run down the ice-strip, trying to make a little speed, and 
then when he thinks the moment ready to try to lift the aircraft off 
the ice, he presses the button that ignites the solid fuel. Each Jato 
bottle roars into activity, and gives 1,000 pounds of thrust for thirty 
seconds. 

The force is terrific. Four bottles of Jato are roughly equivalent 
to one engine for the thirty seconds they bum. So when Gus Shinn 
pressed the button on sixteen Jatos as we gathered speed, it was as 
though the Old Charger suddenly had six ei^ines instead of two. 
I had never experienced this before. I honestly thought the plane 
had blown up, the noise and vibration was so amazing; and just 
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beneath where I was sitting too! Crouching there, terrified out of 
my wits, I could feel unseen hands pulling the aircraft into the air, 
tearing her off the ice-strip which she hated leaving. Jato was one 
of the greatest flying aids in Antarctica. Indeed, without these 
precious bottles, so fierce that the flame from their individual ex- 
hausts used to scorch and bum the paint off the fuselage, we could 
never have flown to and from the Pole. 

At first the weather was not too bad, but after an hour and a 
half, when the heater froze (it had only been partially working be- 
fore that, and I rather fancy the prolonged stay at the Pole had 
more or less knocked it out of commission), the temperature 
dropped to minus twenty, and I began to feel my feet slowly going 
more and more numb. The navigator heated up a can of soup, but 
somehow it never reached all the way down to my feet. But Gus 
and his copilot were much worse off, for a small air inleti bringing 
a current of fresh air past the heater into the aircraft in more 
normal circumstances, jammed open. The combined efforts of all of 
us could not close it. For the whole journey at 12,000 feei^ a 
blast of icy air hit Gus around the legs and feet 

As for the radar, it just froze up, almost as we started to 
descend the Beardmore. We were in thick cloud. There was noth- 
ing to do but keep to the middle of this gigantic mystical gorge of 
jagged peaks, for without radar there was no way of telling just 
where those peaks were. Fortunately, we partly repaired the radar. 
The navigator came aft and pulled a long pole out of tihe litter of 
cargo. Then he squeezed forward with it, and ^ve the radar a 
hearty hit with the pole. Miraculously, it jumped into partial life, 
and started trembhng. We were unable all the way home to get an 
entire circular sweep on the radar, but we did get a limited action, 
enough to keep us off the peaks on either side of us. 

I do not suggest we were ever in really serious trouble. Gus was 
generally acknowledged to be one of the finest cold weather pilots 
in the United States Navy and he had a healthy respect for his own 
life, quite apart from the lives of others. I never saw Gus Shinn take 
a silly chance all the time I was in Antarctica. So we pressed on in 
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thick whiteout and it really was like being submerged in a bottle of 
milk, and quite different feom the doud through which you often 
fly on commercial airlines. Sometimes we could see quite a long 
way throu^ the “milk" — but the only thing we could never de- 
termine was where the cloud ended, where a white mountain 
started, or whether it was cloud or ground below us. It had a strange, 
translucent quality hard to describe. Ordinary doud has its own 
characteristics. You can see it rushing past the wing tip of an air- 
craft in bad weather. It comes rolling over a plane. But this did 
not I remember turning to the dentist and saying, “This must be 
the sort of doud that angels loll on!” 

As we approached liv at the foot of the Beardmore, we tried 
to get the tiny station's homing aid, a primitive homing aid com- 
pared with those of modem aviation, but still a signal that would 
give us some indication of the whereabouts of this tiny dot But 
we never were able to get her. 

“We must be about over liv,” said Gus. ‘We’ve got enough 
gas to carry on, but I really think we’d better come down for an 
hour and warm our feet” Then he griimed and added, “That’s 
what you’d call a British understatement” 

The navigator managed to get a sunshot, which established our 
position fairly accurately. We were right overhead and started to 
ccane down quickly to sea level-^e level of the Ross Ice Shelf. 
The Beardmore and all its dangers anyway were behind us. 

“It’s rig^t below!” yelled Gus. 

“How can you be sure in this doud?” I yelled bad:. 

“Hdll” cried Gus, “this isn’t doud. We're only seventy feet 
above the decL” 

But Gus was We were zero feet off the ground. Almost 
as he ^ke, we landed at nearly a hundred miles an hour on i<£ 
miles from the primitive runway. So thick was the whiteout— which 
meant a complete lack of any horfron — that it was impossible to 
tell accurately our hei^t above ground. Ground and sky just met, 
that was all, but no man could say where. Our skis hit the ia with 
a terrific crack that almost drook the Old Charger to bil^ but at 
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least tihere is one thing about landing at Liv — once you are away 
from the Beardmore, the “runway” stretches hundreds of miles to 
McMurdo, for you can land anywhere on the shelf if you know how 
to do it. 

With the incredible speed of Antarctic weather the whiteout 
suddenly lifted and a bright sun shone out across the white world. 
We had already started taxiing to Liv; we could see the two huts a 
few miles away; like blots of ink on a piece of white paper. It was 
also suddenly much warmer. Those 12,000 feet made a big difiEer- 
ence. But as we stumbled out of the plane, I could hardly walk the 
first few steps. The crew followed to the tiny hut where the three 
men lived. It seemed an age since I had last been to Liv. They 
had coffee ready, thick chunks of bread and peanut butter, and 
we took off our boots and socks and, being careful not to get too 
close to the stove too quickly, slowly thawed out our feet. We spent 
a very happy and necessary hour at Liv. 

‘Well, that was a whiteout for you,” grinned Gus. “Damn 
lucky you weren’t in a helicopter. One got caught in a whiteout 
the other day and a crew member thought he was about to land 
and jumped out to fix the chocks. But when he stepped out of the 
plane on to what he thought was solid ground he made a dight 
mistake — and fell twenty feet.” 

After Liv we had a pleasant, easy flight back to McMurdo, and 
it was good to land on the ice-strip there, then walk up the road, 
half-mud, half-snow, to my own bunk again. I slept like a log that 
night until I awoke at six o’clock, and I ranember the first thin g 
that struck me as I looked at my watch was the sureness with 
which Vernon Houk had talked about Hillary going to make a 
dash to the Pole. I had better make the trek across the ice to Scott 
Base and see what John Claydon had to say about it 
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Theke was always a warm wdcome for me at Scott Base, and I 
always enjoyed visiting it Quite apart from the cozy atmosphere of 
such a small camp, I always felt McMuido slightly out of place in 
Antarctica with so much mud and slush around. It was of course 
due to its exposed position, so that the small amount of armual 
snov/fall was whipped away from the brown and black mountain- 
ades savage winds. But at Scott, so far and yet so near, the 
shdter of ttre suiroundir^ hills kept it almost always whiter and so 
padxd with snow that, while I would go fm a walk in ordinary GI 
boots up the mountains of McMurdo, the boys at Scott would be 
skiing down the cppodte si<ks of the same hills. 

Tbe weather was much warmer, and the ice in the Sound was 
breaking iq>. No more Globemasters could fly in (lucky thing for 
me!) for the airstrip which they used was pcxhtnarked with big 
holes, sometimes five feet deep, where the ice had melted. This 
was the Antarctic summer and, paradoxically, the warmth posed 
just as big a problem as the cold in winter. In the winter the ma- 
chines were unable to fly ficom New Zealand, even thoi^ the air- 
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strips were solid as dry land because of the cold. In summer the 
machines could fly, but the airstrips started to breah up. 

This applied only to the wheeled aircraft flying in from New 
Zealand, for at McMurdo we had two airstrips, which explains why 
I could fly where I liked in Antarctica, yet no other journalists could 
fly in to join me. One airstrip was for the heavy wheeled aircraft^ the 
other for those fitted with skis. The Globemasters from New 
Zealand needed at least 5,000 feet of runway, but the DC 5 and 
Neptunes (light bombers also used for the Polar run) were fitted 
wiib skis and could land on a much shorter strip. The runway for 
wheeled aircraft was out in the Sound itself, but the ski-strips were 
much closer to the shores of the island and, because skis were used, 
did not need to be so carefully preserved. A DC3 with skis would 
bounce over sastrugi that could smash up the undercarriage of a 
heavily loaded Globemaster. 

The deterioration in the big runway was accentuated ly the 
presence of smudge — ^anything black, oil droppings, black pipes, 
even a piece of dirty oiled rag. This had an alarming efiEect on the 
ice. When the hot sun beat down twenty-four hours a day on clean 
ice or snow, it caused no melting as the surface automatically re- 
flected the rays back into the air. But once the sun fastened on any- 
thing that was not white, it grasped the patch as it were with open 
arms, and started boring rdentlessly down, causing serious melting. 
At McMurdo we had ibe cra2y spectacle of able bodied seamen in 
gangs armed like charwomen with brushes and cloths cleaning up 
dirty patches on the runway. Even the black fuel pipe leading from 
McMurdo down across the ice to the runway had to have its por- 
tion changed regularly, otherwise it b^an to sink in the ice. Sheets 
of tarpaulin had to be spread on the ice when big maintenance jobs 
were in progress to protect it from oil. 

These problems did not affect Scott Base, for tbey only had 
the BeavCT and the Otter which could land or take off in a few 
hundred feet^ and they were within a quarter of a mile of enormous 
i£« pressure ridges out in the Sound, where new ice and old ic€^ 
sque^ed together, forced the ice into the air in ja^ed, fascinating 
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ridges, rather like the way a plough forces up the earfli. Seals played 
around here — ^anywhere close to a hole in the water— but the New 
2fealand aircraft were so light they were not worried by the 
proximily of ice holes. 

All this made Scott Base a far more picturesque place, much 
more what one rapected from Antarctica, not only because the 
camp was so small, but because it was also dean. The New Zea- 
landers were able to dispose of their garbage in hidden places while 
McMurdo had huge piles of refuse, old tins, beer tins by the thou- 
sand, smashed-up cases, empty cartons. The garbage dump at Mc- 
Murdo spread for nearly a hundred yards at the foot of the hill in 
full view of the camp, which was also littered with broken ma- 
chines, tractors, sledges, left anywhere on the perimeter. None of 
these disfigurations spoiled Scott (nor the Pole, where Houk insisted 
that every morsel of garbage be buried). It was one of the ad- 
vantages of living in small communities. 

Unfortunately, John Claydon was not there. He had flown up 
in the Beaver to Depot 700 to see Ed Hillary. It was a great piiy. 
The very fact that he had flown there presaged some news of pos- 
sible import I stayed for lunch — big, thick mutton chops, tinned 
apricots and lots of strong tea — ^and afterwards we played some 
Brahms on the long-playing phonc^jraph. A radio message came 
from Claydon. He would not be back until midni^t at the earliest 
1 read the daily cable that had come from Fuchs via the Pole. He 
was still stud: in a whiteout before South Ice, Hfllaiy had caught 
up his <fog teams, of course, and now was busy arranging the cache 
of food and fuel that would be ready fcH Fuchs vdien, or if, he ever 
reached 700. 

These depots that Hillary had made (and the one that Fuchs 
had previoudy installed at South loe) contained nothing but the 
most spartan siqiplies^ and were primarily points carefully marked 
with flags and snow cairns at ddSnit^ identifiable points on the 
route, which could be seen by an approaching team frran a long 
distance. They naturally also contained siqiplies of fod and trail 
rations, and sometimes eadia medical supplies. But little more^ for 
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they were meant to be fuel depots and great time savers in naviga- 
tion. If one could see the snow cairns of depots Hke 700 or 480 or 
280 from twenty miles, it meant at least one day in which you could 
get yourself right on course and not have to worry about navigation, 
or crevassed areas, as the flag trails leading out from a depot were 
always placed in lines that had been hitherto proved crevasse-free. 
This in itself was a great time saver, as Fuchs was to find, for 
crevassed areas in anything approaching whiteout conditions slowed 
down the expedition to a walking pace — ^the pace of a man in front, 
walking or skiing to test the ground ahead. 

For some reason, and despite all the money spent on the ex- 
pedition, Fuchs was not equipped with simple but fairly efficient 
crevasse detectors that could have saved much time on the trail. 
These had been developed by the Americans (who had also de- 
veloped Fuchs’ Sno-Cats) and consisted of a mechanical-electrical 
device. As Dufek describes it in Operation Deepfreeze: “A plate 
attached to a vehicle by a 12-foot pole rides ahead in the snow; 
another plate is towed behind. The plates are connected to make an 
electrical circuit. While the tractor travels over solid ice or snow, 
the voltmeter has a constant reading. When the leading plate passes 
over a snow bridge, the air in the crevasse changes the resistance of 
the circuit, and the voltmeter fluctuates, with enough warning to 
allow the driver to stop short of disaster.” 

It not only stopped a Sno-Cat short of disaster, but stopped 
it short of time-consuming trouble. The time and trouble taken to 
repair a damaged vehicle, to haul it out of even a small crevasse, 
was much more of a problem to Fudis than the dang^ of death. 
Many crevasses were small, some many miles wide. Dufek summed 
up crevasses more simply than any other writa: in this way: 

“A crevasse is a crack in thick ice or hardened snow, and can 
either be open or covered hj a thin bridge of blown snow — the 
most treacherous of all. Some crevasses are only a few inches wide 
at the top, and yet hundreds of feet wide bdow. Some are wide 
enoijgh to swallow up our largest equipment Crevasses lie near 
the edge of an ice shelf, in areas under tension where the ice is 
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forced around submerged rocks or islands, near the shore line or 
where ice streams merge and in foothills of mountains. New ones 
are constantly growing as the continental glaciers flow out toward 
the surrounding seas. In this world of ours the violence of nature 
seems to be accompanied by rare and great beauty. The beauty of 
a CTevasse lies in its awesome stillness, the deep cold blue shadows. 
As I worked my way through several of these chasms, I was more 
chilled by a feeling of isolation than with the cold reflected from 
the brittle ice walls.” 

Even down by Scott Base, on the way back to McMurdo, there 
were small crevasses, for though both McMurdo and Scott Base 
were built on the shore of the same island, the pass through the 
mountain separating them descended, as a short cut, on to the 
frozen waters of the Sound itself, so that one passed by the airfield 
(naturally on the Sound, owing to the mountainous nature of the 
entire island) and then, without quite realizing where water ended 
and land started, since all was white, climbed back on to land 
afflin as the New 2!ealanders’ lose came into view. 

As I walked back, disappointed at not seeii^ John Claydon 
for a heart-to-heart talk, I passed two crevasses, neither dangerous, 
but each utterly unknown in depth and imderground size. One was 
a great gash in the ice, within fifty feet of the airfield, a crack six 
inches to a foot wide and at least a mile long. You could not migg 
it, and it was so narrow I did not even hscve to jump over it and — 
while I was there, anyway — there were no dark nights tn worry 
about A tractOT tread would have ridden over it without noticii^ 
its eri^ence. If a man had caught his foot in it, the hole was too 
narrow for him to fall in, and he mi^t merely have turned his 
ankle. like otiier crevasses I saw, it did not sean to sjwead in width, 
and caused no wwiies to the New Zealand pilots, blithdy lantliTig 
their aircraft within a few feet of it 

But a crevasse was also, technically, any hole in the ic^ fust 
as a sastru0. was any ridge trf blown snow. Pflots landing at the 
Pole always talked of the care that had to be taken to land on the 
strip because of the crevasses — m eaning not crevasses made by 



Back at McMurdo Camp 93 


nature, but the holes caused by parachute droppings induding the 
one forty-five feet deep which a tractor had carved out when it fell 
from a Globemaster; it was carefully preserved, as a sightseeing 
tour, its rim marked with red flags. 

There seemed nothing for me to do but attempt to pass the 
time as pleasantly as possible until news developed. I cabled the 
office that Claydon had gone to Depot 700. There was no poinh 
I felt, in giving them the latest Fudis position since it had been 
unchanged for some time, but I sent an informative message, not 
for publication, but for background, warning them that Hillary 
might at any moment make a dash for the Pole. 

The time dragged heavily. The trouble with Antarctica was 
that every effort became just ‘'too much bother." Even talking. 
Now that I am home again, people often ask me “What did you 
talk about?” The answer is “Very little.” There were sdentists who 
were extremely stimulating, but on the whole, when they came into 
my hut, or I visited them (whoever had a drink to offer) a serious 
conversation usually degenerated after a few minutes into a discus- 
sion of the quality of the last meal, or when Fuchs would arrive. 
Everybody’s conversation was attuned to the lowest common de- 
nominator, possibly because of the lack of privacy. It was impossible 
to live in Antarctica and not be gregarious. So we would sit on the 
edge of a bed, drinking beer, and discussing politics or music or 
science, and in would bound some cheerful fellow looking for a 
drink, and that would be the end of that 

Because of the lack of room, there were no organised discus- 
sion groups, no places where one could relax. Vernon Houk at the 
Pole was hoping to cut down the number of movie shows at the 
Pole during the winter to three a wedc, and use tie other nights 
for debates, but I very much doubted whether he was going to be 
able to do this, for, above everything else, the averse Navy men 
looked forward to the nightly movie. Vernon did not like the men 
to show “big eye movies” — extra shows starting at 1:30 A.M., for 
those who could not sleep. Sometimes these were done if Vanon 
went to bed, but he rarely did retire before thr^ in the morning. 
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But I discovered a most fantastic private theater at the Pole, rigged 
up so that three people could see a film if they had nothing else to 
do. It sounds incredible, but in the tiny projection box next to the 
Pole radio shack — a cubby hole four feet square containing the Id- 
millimeter projection machine — ^two men had rigged up a tiny 
screen with the aid of mirrors, roughly six inches square, on which 
they could, inside the projection box, show a film complete with 
sound (which could be turned down automatically). Time after 
time, I saw men crowded there — ^standing up three could squeeze 
in — absorbed in some ten-year-old Western. 

No, we didn’t talk much, and the members of both Hillary’s 
and Fuchs’ party told me later th^ faced the same problem. Life 
was too exhausting, even without heavy physical labor, to do any- 
thing that wasn’t strictly necessary. Personally, I read from the small 
library; at McMurdo I read on an averse a book a night, usually 
starting about nine pj^i. and finishing in the early hours of the 
morning, then sleeping the morning away. One had to be a fixer 
to live comfortably in Antarctica, so I had managed to get a couple 
of old blankets from a departing sailor, and r^ed these up as a 
curtain. From the naked bulb in the middle of the hut, I ran a 
length of flex to a bulb over the head of my bed, tied to a wooden 
lath on the side of the hut. I made mysdf a rough lampshade 
(which had to be replace regularly when it burned where the bulb 
touched it) and tucked myself in. I had my own glass, and imder 
the bed a supply of orange juice; life wasn’t so bad. It was just dull, 
for people like myself who did not have weak to do all the time. 

“Dull!” exdaimed the dsitist who had flown up to the Pole 
with me. “Hdll you should be in my job!” But that would have 
been carrying things to the other extreme, fc® the dentist was the 
most overworkai man in McMurdo. He not only dealt with tl^ 
camp persoimel, which was constantly changing , but had to fly 
when necessary to any camp to deal with urgent cases of toothache 
— ^providing always it was possible to fly. A serious dental problem 
during the Antarctic winter could have really dire results. At tl^ 
Pole, during the seven months when the stntion was cut off and it 
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was quite impossible for any aircraft to fly in, one man broke his 
false teeth. For weeks he tried to carry on. No dentist could be flown 
in, and because it was virtually impossible for the cook to make a 
special diet for him, he lost forty pounds in weight. He just could 
not masticate all food provided, and the doctor at the Pole finally 
managed to hold a voice conference on flie radio with the dentist 
at McMurdo, who gave the Pole leader a running lesson in how 
to mend the man’s plate. In the end it was stuck together with 
aeroplane glue, and had to last like that until dawn broke several 
months later. 

The dental fillings had to be most carefully done, for the bitter 
cold had one odd result on dentistry — which I found out to my own 
cost. If you were working outside and talked too much, the cold 
contracted the filling which then dropped out. I lost one that way, 
fortunately not one that caused any pain. At McMurdo the dentist 
was the busiest man in the camp, for he was the only one. I never 
dared to ask him what would happen if he ever got toothache him- 
self. 

The lonely doctors like Allan Rogers on the trail with Fuchs, 
or Vernon Houk at the Pole, faced the same problem — what to do 
if they fell ill? Vernon received one of the most disheartening 
anonymous letters any doctor cut off from the world could possibly 
receive, containing detailed instructions, obvioudy from another 
doctor, on how to take out his own appendix. 

There were always dangers of serious accidents — industrial ac- 
cidents much more than occupational diseases. One man broke 
both his dhows in a tractor accident Others were badly burned, 
some in plane crashes. The doctors on the trail always managed 
to patch them up. 

We did not have much illness. Durii^ aH my time in Antarc- 
tica, only one serious illness struck McMurdo — a case of infectious 
hepatitis, dealt with so swiftly it never sjuread. It is not a dai^erous 
disease, but it attadcs the liver, so the doctor told me, gradually 
weakening the patient, who has to rest for many weds, and lay 
off alojhol. A New ^alandePs wife caught it and was taken to 
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hospital in Christchurch. Unknowingly, he contracted it from her. 
It was diagnosed at McMurdo, and within an hour every sin^e cup 
and plate had been locked away, and the man isolated until he 
could be evacuated. For six weeks we ate from cardboard plates 
and cups. Otherwise, because of the lack of germs, we were all as fit 
as fiddles. Indeed the only time men in Antarctica caught a cold 
was when they received a packet from home, which brought germs 
along. 

On the third day after my return I broke the monotony with 
a fascinating excursion into the Antarctica of yesterday. The weather 
was beautiful, the temperature plus five, no wind, a vivid, achii]^ 
sun. A helicopter was making a trip to Cape Evans, twenty-five 
miles or so along the Ross Sea, facing the open sea from the other 
side of Ross Island. Would I care to go along? I most certainly 
would. We spun out in the chopper, always so much more excitii^ 
than flying in an ordinary aircraft, and half an hour later landed 
on a patch of black earth, sending up swirls of dust, within ten 
yards of the black water of tiie Ross Sea. Near by were three small 
nylon bivouac tents, each big enough for one man. Fifty 5fards 
away was an old wooden shack. 

This was the base established by Scott in 1910, and living there 
temporarily was one of the grand old men of Antarctica, Sir Hubert 
Wilkins, now sixty-nine, but as tough as leather, who probably 
knew more about the Antarctic than any man alive. He had flown 
out to Cape Evans to spend some time there with two companions 
living in tents and eating nothing fait dehydratal survival rations 
to test their effects on men. I looked forward to an incredibly bad 
meal, fait I could imt have been mme mistaken. 

The hdicopter whirred into action, blanketing us in black dust 
— dust in the Antarctica, it really was too ridi^ous— with the 
promise of returning to pick me up later that day. 

Wakins, sporting a trim goatee beard and with a nose which 
the cold had turned as red and shiny as a small apple, was a most 
engaging character. His tests with dehydrated food, he eiqilained, 
were over. He was now camping at C^pe E\^ns for a few days 
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longer while his companions collected geological specimens and he 
took a holiday. Next to his small camp stood the solid wooden 
shack that Scott had planted there forty-seven years ago, still in 
excellent condition, though filled with packed snow so that one 
could not enter. The hones of some of his Manchurian ponies lay 
around. 

“But m give you a meal you’ll never forget,” said Wilkins, and 
he most certainly did, for I ate the strangest meal of my life, a 
meal cooked and tinned at least fifty years ago, hut which, due to 
the natural re&igeration of the Antarctic, was just as good as new. 
When Wilkins arrived at Cape Evans he found an enormous cache 
of food in tins left hy Scott in case of emergencies. How little the 
Antarctic really change, for at this very time the descendant of 
Scott and Shackleton, Sir Edmund Hillary was doing just the same 
thing, laying in food stocks at depots along the trail. 

At Cape Evans, there seemed to he everythii^. We opened a 
tin of cooked mutton, heating it on a modem cooking tablet from 
the American survival ration hag, and followed this with some ex- 
cellent Stilton and hiscuits. Then some more biscuits and marma- 
lade — ^the very same brand of Oxford marmalade I eat at home each 
morning, and in just as good condition. 

The meal was excellent and there were hundreds of tins of it 
The cheese was rather high, and tended to crumble when we 
opened the tin, hut it was quite edible. The biscuits still retained 
much of their original crispness. There were scores of tins of English 
vegetables, some wonderful greengage jam (I tested that too), 
boxes of Quaker Oats, Cerebos sal^ and Coleman’s mustard in 
huge tins and all in well-nigh perfect condition. The only t hing 
that had gone o£E was some corned b^f. 

The store of food was not buried. Scott had left it in a small 
hollow halfway up the hillside and surrounded by snow. This had 
kept it in almost perfect condition, and the natural dehydration of 
the Antarctic air had stopped it from going bad. We found bars of 
chocolate, even some old showcards for Fry’s, and when I was 
rummaging around, I opened a carton of ordinary boxes of matches 
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which I strack into a flame without any trouble. I would have sorely 
liked to take back a selection of souvenirs — ^there were so many, 
nobody would have missed any — but the thought of overweight 
from New Zealand to London prevented me. I did take some boxes 
of matches though, remembering how short of matches I had been 
at the Pole when my lighter refused to work. They would be very 
useful if I returned. (They were also very useful on my return to 
England when I lost my lighter.) 

It was a wonderful, happy afternoon, hand in hand wildi the 
past. I would have dearly liked to remain at Cape Evans (“Stay by 
all means,” offered Wilkins, “I’m sure we have a spare tent!”) but 
one of the chores of being a reporter is that you can't always do 
what you want. You can be the best newspaperman in the world 
and it will avail you nothing if you do not keep open your lines 
of communication and make your daily checks on news that might 
develop at any moment. So the helicopter flew me back into the 
present and more hamburgers for supper at McMurdo, and to pass 
the evening I went, as usual, to the camp cinema for my nightly 
hour or so of stale romance (each film being up to ten years old) . 

What else was there to do? The daj^ idled by in McMurdo. 
The tunes on the camp radio were too well known. The Hbrary 
books had been well thumbed. The few walks aaoss the snow or 
black volcanic rabble had lost their charm if every they had any. 
Even the fantastic view of the white-clad mountains across the 
Sound were by now to me as dull as a Christmas card of the Alps 
that had arrived in June. And as every day draped along on feet 
of lead, the movies at least got rid of those last hours before one 
turned into a sieepiiig bag to try and ch^t monotony of eight 
hours. 

There were probkms, I admit, the main one being that the 
seating was so bad (either at the mess tables if one came half an 
hour early, or else stretched on the floor) that with all the craning 
in the world, the shadows of those in front tended to turn even the 
pride of Tedinicolour into a film of large black shadows. After see- 
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ing the other half of the screen, there were many who considered 
that the men in front casting their shadows before them were 
rendering a public service, but on the whole I enjoyed McMurdo 
Movie House, stretched out on the floor, changing elbows when I 
got tired, for in between the bad films wonderful fingers stretched 
out and beguilingly beckoned me to an almost forgotten past There 
was something eerie— and indefinably sad— about yesterday’s heroes 
tugging at today’s heartstrings. Fred Astaire— not looking a day 
over fifty — dancing with a wraith of forgotten beauty whose namp 
it appeared was Ginger Rogers, to tunes that tore away the (X)ld 
shroud of the present and thawed me with happy, nostalgic mem- 
ories. Old friends were back, old friends you would never meet ex- 
cept at McMurdo Movie House. The one and only Bogart, behav- 
ing like a human being and a gangster before he got mixed up with 
the Caine Mutiny. And Garbo — ^1 even saw her again one evening, 
back to the days when she was an actress and not a legend. Yes, I 
liked it when supper was over, when the cook in the chowhouse 
drew the flimsy screen across the self-service counter, and the lights 
were dimmed and the old projector cranked away and took me to 
friends I never thought I would see again. 

That night, after I returned from Cape Evans, we showed, I 
remember. Magnificent Obsession. It was a date I was to remember, 
December 21. Was it only four days since I had left the Pole? It 
seemed like four years. We traOed out of the cinema into the vivid 
white night and I went to see where I could scrounge a drink. 

In my hut was John Claydon, wrapped up in his parka, gc^es 
pushed up over his forehead. It was alwa3rs wise to dress up for the 
walk between Scott and McMurdo — you never knew what would 
happen to the weather. He sat down on the edge of my bunk and 
we found a couple of cans of beer that were not frozen, punched 
holes in their lids, and drank from the cans as usual. 

‘Well,” I b^an, “what’s the news about Hillary? Is he going 
or isn’t he?” 

John Claydon hesitated. 
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‘Tou know it's difficult for me, I can't say officially anySiing 
about the movements of the expedition, though I must say I thmk 
all this secrecy is rather silly." 

“Well, what do you think — you yourself?” 

“Hillaiy has gone forward from 700 

“You mean he has actually left — gone to the Pole? Why, that’s 
terrific!” 

Claydon grinned and took another drink of beer. 

“I ffidn’t say that at all. He might be probing crevassed areas 
near 700. He might be doing one of a dozen difEerent thin^.” 

“What do you think?” I insisted. 

“What would you think, with all that extra fuel flowing up to 
Depot 700 — ^far more than Buimy asked Hillary to leave there? 
What would you think Hillary would do in a position like his, 
with at least a month to wait for Fuchs to arrive?” 

I knew John weU by now. I knew he was trying to tell me 
enough facts for me to make my own decision. But I did not like 
to "go out on a limb” for such a big story, a story that would hit 
the world’s headlines, unless I were absolutely sure. 

“I know I can't quote you, John,” I said, “on a definite state- 
ment that Hillary is off to the Pole, but can I quote you on some- 
thing? Is there one sentence, which wouldn’t be official, that we 
could print?” 

He thou^t it over and then, because he was essentially a 
matter-of-fect man, said, ‘Tes, there is. You can say this. You can 
say that it is my personal— but you must insist on the word 
‘personal’ — it is my personal opinion that Ed will finish up at the 
Pole.” 

That was enough. It was mme than enou^. The race to the 
Pole between the two giants, at opposite ends of Antarctica, was 
on. That n^t I filed what I think was the best story I evor sent 
from Antarctica, starting out, “Sir Edmund Hillary has set off for 
the South Pole. Last night with three tractors and four men, he 
left Depot 700,” then adding the covering note, ‘^uadron Leader 
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John Claydon, of Hillary’s rear headquarters at Scott Base, told me, 
‘My personal opinion is that Ed will finish up at the Pole.’ ” 

It was a tenific story and, being a Saturday, I had lots of time 
to assemble my facts, trace the route, and assess the problems in- 
volved. Hillary was on his way! And so the original plan of Fuchs 
to cross Antarctica with Hillary in a purely supporting role on the 
way home was suddenly turned into a dramatic “race” by two 
British teams to be the first men to reach the Pole by land since 
Scott. For, as I worked out the positions on the map, why couldn’t 
Fuchs make it as well? 

On this day, only a few days before Christmas, how did the 
two teams stand? 

Fuchs was, according to the latest messages, still held up by 
whiteouts the other side of South Ice. It would take him two days 
to reach South Ice, which was 500 miles from the Pole. He was, it 
is true, hemmed in by filthy weather and had been snowbound for 
several days. But if the weather lifted, and it could lift in an hour 
if it chose to, Fuchs could set off at great speed on a race across the 
Polar plateau, oiJy two days behind Hillary. 

Hillary, it appeared, was thirty miles south of Depot 700, so he 
was already about 470 miles from the Pole. He had the great ad- 
v an ta g ft of travelling lighter than Fuchs, of doing none of the 
scientific work which took up so much of Fuchs’ time. If Fuchs 
wanted to get to the Pole first, he would probably have to cut down 
heavily on his scientific program, something which I doubted very 
much that he would even ranotdy consider. It looked as though 
Hillary would certainly win this “race,” if it were ever to be con- 
sidered a race, but one never knew. Once on the plateau, Fuchs 
could make 40 miles a day as easfly as Hillary if he had good luck. 
And there were all sorts of imponderables. Who could tdl whom 
fate would favor? Hillary could smash one machine and Fuchs 
could win, or dse !he opposite could happen. Fuchs could have a 
man injured on the trail, and Hillary would rranp home. It was 
like an extraordinary obstacle race in pitiless conditions, with all 
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sorts of extra hazards thrown in, as though the battle against ice 
and snow and whiteouts were not enough. 

Late into the Antarctic night I worked at the rough desk made 
from old planks where I had installed my typewriter and paperg^ 
There were all sorts of other questions to be answered if a cohn 
plete picture were to emerge. 

Hillary was on the way — ^that was the first thing. How was he 
equipped? He had his three Fergusons, supplies for one months 
plus a large stock of survival rations. He and his radio operator were 
sharing the caboose which Hillary himself had designed, while the 
others slept in tents. Hillary’s caboose was drawn on a sled and had 
two bunks, the radio equipment and a certain amount of heat 
denied to the other members of the team. It was very narrow (as I 
saw for myself later), but it had some semblance of comfort. Here 
Hillary and his operator, Peter Mulgrew, lived, mainly on bacon 
and scrambled powdered e^ (as Hfllary couldn’t stand pem- 
mican) . Murray EDis, an engineer, and Derek Wright, a camera- 
man, shared a small polar tent They too did their own separate 
cooking by primus stove in the square shaped tent, its comers held 
down by snow. The fifth member of the team, Jim Bates, was, until 
Depot 700, sharing a tent with another expedition member who 
then returned to Scott Base, so Bates had a tent to himself. 

It may scan odd that these men, bound so dosdy by tibe ap- 
palling conditions in whidi th^ lived, should each be living separate 
lives, coidang in their own tents, and that one of them should even 
be alone^ deprived of all ocHnpanionship, but tibe reason was ctf 
course tlst once Hillary reached Depot "po, at an altitude of more 
tl^ 8,000 feet, it became so bitterly cold that all cooking had to 
be done in the tents or the caboose. 

’There were many questkms to be answered. Did Fudis krmw 
of this dadi by Hillaiy? He must, snrdy. Did he approve of it? 
What cabks had been exchanged between HiQary and Fuchs? 
And, above all ebe, whether or not FucIk gave his permission, 
should Hillary have made the attempt? Was it the righ t thing for 
a second in command to ^ ahead like this ? 
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Already there had been rumors. Mr. Charles Bowden, chair- 
man of the Ross Sea Committee, which directed the New Zealand 
party, said Sir Edmund might go to the Pole. Asked to comment on 
this, Mr. Walter Nash, the New Zealand Premier, said, “If Sir 
Edmund wants to go and if he feels it is safe for him to do so, then 
I see no reason why he should not go. I think it would be a good 
thing for him to add the South Pole to Everest. But I don’t want 
him to do anything which might mean his not coming back to 
New Zealand.” 

Bowden said Sir Edmund and his party, now that they had 
reached the rendezvous point, were to all intents and purposes free 
agents. Their present task was to stock the base and explore the 
hinterland. 

“Sir Edmund might move into the interior of the Pole if cir- 
cumstances of the, up-to-now, slow-moving British side of the ex- 
pedition demanded it. A great deal will depend on the progress by 
the British in the next day or two.” 

But that did not answer any of the questions posed above. They 
were aH going to be answered, however, by a strange (and most un- 
fortunate) release of a private message from Hillary. 

Already, though, there were several unrelated conversations, 
which I began to remember, that lead me to believe Hillary was 
always hoping to make the Pole, and bring off a brilliant double, that 
this was a premeditated dash, not something done on the qjur of 
the moment. When I was in Christchurch, several New Zealand 
journalists who had been in Antarctica at Scott Base previously and 
very close to Hillary, had told me without any shadow of doubt that 
Hillary was going to “have a go” for the Pole. Leslie Hobbs had 
warned me to be ready for this very moment Nobody ever sug- 
gested that if Fuchs had been on time at 700, Hillary would not 
have been there to receive him, Pole or no Pole, but Fuchs had 
been behind schedule all the way along the expedition, and Hillary 
had known for months that he would have spare time to fill in while 
waiting. John Claydon’s attitude was, basically, ‘Wdl, why not? 
He’s done his job. What else could he do?” 
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At this Stage I did not know all the details of Hillary’s dash 
to the Pole. I was to find out more when I met him there. And in 
view of the meager information I had, it was also too early to 
answer the question, “Should he have done it?” The opinions on 
the moral right of Hillary to make the Pole dash were always strictly 
divided in Antarctica. There were as many who frowned on his 
attempt as there were who applauded it. Many felt at least he 
could have waited (hut where? one asked) until Fuchs was nearer 
the Pole, so that the two could perhaps have reached the Pole 
from opposite ends of Antarctica together. But an equally large 
proportion took the attitude that Fuchs anyway was engaged on a 
scientific expedition in which the South Pole was a minor point to 
be passed on a much more important journey, and if one of his 
assistants had a few weeks on his hands, why not let him do it? 

There were other questions — but of these I knew nothing as 
yet. It was enough that Hillary was on the way. 

Now, I had to get up to the Pole again — and in double quick 
time. I had always hoped to return, for, thoi^ no British rqxjrters 
were able to fly into Antarctica, I had there as companions three 
Americans from the Associated Press, United Press, and New York 
Times. They had understandably been more concerned with Amer- 
ican activities in Antarctica than with the Trans-Antarctic Ex- 
p« 3 ition; and though I had gone to the Pole alone, leaving them 
at McMurdo, this was because they — from the American point of 
view — preferred to fly up and write a story about Christmas at the 
Pole, whereas I had graie to be able to talk to Fuchs. 

I had, however, while saying nothing, always hoped to join 
theEu if the chance came again. And it did. A plane was scheduled 
to fly up with more mail — and a Christmas tree — and room for the 
four of us was found on it 

TIm mail arrived on Da»nber 22, by the only other Globe- 
master to fly in from New Zealand before tte weather got colder. 
Though my Pole story had been in print for nearly a week, for- 
tunately (from my point of view) no other English rqmrter had 
managed to get himself accredits! to the Americans and fly out in 
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this brief time. Two New Zealanders, one of whom was working 
part-time for The Daily Telegraph, were on their way by icebreaker 
and just missed their “connection,” so once again, as far as the 
British press was concerned, I was on my own for Christmas, and 
for Hillary’s arrival. 
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I Ttv-AfTHTT) the South Pole for the second time on December 23, to 
find the station alive with the spirit of Christmas, and alert with 
expectancy now that Hillary was definitely on his way. I flew up 
this time in a Neptune, a twin-engined light bomber, with two 
auxiliary jet engines that could be switched on at will to give an 
extra boost for rapid climbing. It was a very uncomfortable aircraft, 
and I had to sit on the floor for five hours. The Neptune, piloted 
by Jack Coley, the commander of VX6, the U.S. Navy’s experi- 
mental air squadron, dumped us on the snow at the Pole and flew 
bad: to McMurdo almost imm« 3 iatdy. I would stay this time at 
least a <»«q>le of weds until the next plane came in the New Year, 
bringing mail already on its way by ioebmaker. 

Christmas at the Pole was a festive affair among old friends. 
Vernon Hook and Mc^ and some of the boys even provided 
presents for me, whkh were handed out by ‘'Zeke,” the meteorolo- 
gist, who played part oi Santa Claus. X had saved a bottle of 
Scotch for tl^ occ^on, and we even had a Christmas tree which 
I brought up on the pki^ with me, but which was partly ruined 
when Blizzard, the only hudde at the Pole, ate half of it. 
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(An amusing version of the ruined Christmas tree appeared 
in the Daily Mail. I cabled that it was partly eaten by “a husMe 
called Bli 2 zard.” Somehow the word “called’' got lost in transmis- 
sion, and so the story came out in London that the tree was ruined, 
partly by a husHe and partly by a blizzard!) 

But the pi^ce de risistance at Christmas was an enormous 
candle made by the same Zeke, who spent hours patiently mixing 
large quantities of paraffin with an electric egg beater until it had 
the consistency of whipped cream, so that he could then “sculpt” 
a candle, later to be decorated with tiny pieces of colored tinsel 
paper. The living-room was decorated with Christmas-tree lights, 
and knee-deep in chocolates and fruit cakes, many of them parcels 
from anonymous donors. I was very touched when several of the 
Pole team — ^and not the officers only — crossed their names off the 
parcels sent to them and substituted mine, for it was obviously im- 
possible for me to receive parcels in time. 

I tried desperately hard to telephone on the “ham” amateur 
radio to England or France, where my wife was spending a lonely 
Christmas, but to no avail. I spoke to an amateur radio operator in 
Milan who promised to telephone Paris, and then, out of the blue, 
my old colleague from Budapest days, Jeffrey Blyth, managed to 
get through to me from New York. We talked for a quarter of an 
hour, then he, finding it difficult to reach the small country village 
where we had established our home in France, tdephon^ Tony 
Brown of the Daily Mail in London (later to relieve me in Antarc- 
tica) who in turn telephoned my wife. She had my Christmas mes- 
sages within twenty minutes of my speaking to Jeffirey frcro tlie 
Pole. 

The BBC from London made frantic efforts to reach me, so 
that my voice could be included in their round-the-world Christmas 
day broadcast It was an excellent idea, but though the Americans 
were talking backwards and forwards from the Pole to their ffimilies, 
r^ulations in Britain made such action quite impossible. There 
was no telephone as such at the Pole. These conversations, like mine 
with Jeff Blyth, ware organised by a 17 -year-oId student Jules 



108 THE WHITE DESERT 


Madey, of Fulton, New Jersey, who for a year had been operating 
an unoflEcial “telephone exchange” for the South Pole scientists and 
their families in the United States. A simple gadget he had fitted 
to his radio receiver enabled him to link his one kilowatt set with 
the local telephone system. That meant that once he had located 
me on the “ham” radio at the Pole, all he had to do was telephone 
Jeff at his New York apartment, reversing ihe charge, and plug him 
in to me. This could only be done with the blessii^ of the American 
authorities. No such blessing was available in Britain, unfortunately. 

The long night wore on with music on a portable piano, an 
ingenious contraption that had been parachuted down and folded 
up like a suitcase, light enough to be carried a short distance by one 
man. Since my last visit, the station had unpacked another plastic 
hut which had been turned into a recreation room, complete with 
a small billiard tabl^ also dropped by parachute. Really, we were 
becoming quite civilized! But aU the same, as I wrote in my diary 
that nigh^ “Through all the fun and crackers, I think almost every- 
Ixxfy was thinking of home, and nothing but home. The boys really 
did their best Zeke, a meteorolcgist, who is the largest man in the 
camp, made a fine Santa Claus, and handed out presents to every- 
body, including myself. Vernon, the Navy commander, bought us 
a case of champagne, and somebody had sent one of the boj^ one 
sin^e wonderful box of Havana cigars, which he imme^tely 
handed round for everybody. We had a truly fabulous dinner, in- 
cluding caviar, roast turkey, a whole baked ham, com meal, candied 
sweet potatoes;, asparagus, all sorts of sauces, and fim'shing with 
plum pudding, mincemeat tart, and pumpkin pie. We even had 
menus, and I was very touched by the fact that the boys had typed 
out a special one for me.” 

This special menu was the result of a mistaken notion that I 
had the largest sq>petite ever s^ at the Pole, an idea which was 
disproved (or was it?) the fact that I lost ten pounds there. But 
it was their i<fea of a ocanpliment to me, for I got on very well 
indeed with all the boys. The menu was headed 
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Soutib Pole Station 
(Also known as Barber’s Pole) 

and contained such extraneous remarks as Caviar (Barber had 
some); Turkey (Barber stuffed himself); buttered potatoes (Barber 
ate); fresh asparagus (Noel Barber still going strong); pumpkin pie 
(Barber began to get dovra to serious eating); and at the bottom 
the libellous phrase “Noel Barber complained to cook not enough 
chow.” 

The only thing that went wrong witti the evening was that die 
cinema show after dinner was delayed for an hour, while the film 
had to be unfrozen. 

As we enjoyed our simple festivities so far from home, Hillary 
was bounding along. By December 26 he had only 525 miles to go, 
while at the other end of Antarctica, Fuchs had passed South Ice, 
he was over the hump, and about 450 miles from the Pole. 

Hillary’s advance in the early days of the dash was phenomenal 
and, in two days of marching, he made more than a hundred miles. 
There was no holding bade in his n^htly drive forward, with a 
record of fifty-seven miles covered on Christmas night. (Hillary 
was driving by night because the sun was then dire^y ahead of 
him, making it easier for him to take sun reckonings for navigation. 
It did not matter, naturally, which hours of the twenty-four he 
chose to sleep.) 

On December 26 he spoke to Scott Base but we at the Pole 
were unable to pick him up. He radioed: “We are heading hell- 
bent for the South Pole, God willing and crevasses permitting.” 

The weather was good, he said, and the party were all fit, 
adding: 

'The march of two nights ago was the first time we had not 
seen or fallen into aevasses, and the magnificent leap forward of 
the past few days has made it possible for an earlier attempt to 
reach the Pole than was originally planned. Now that the days of 
uncertainty and doubt are over, a new enthusiasm has seiz^ the 
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expedition’s members who have been working long and hard for 
such a moment” 

This quaint phrase at the end indicated once again that, al- 
ways at the back of his mind, Hillary had determined to reach the 
Pole. 

But, whatever &e outcome, the adiievement was building up 
into an exciting drama. For years people will argue whether Hillary 
should have gone to the Pole or not, but right or wrong, with what 
magnificence he was making the trip. His Ferguson farm tractors, 
small twenty-5ix horsepower machines which nobody ever before 
considered suitable for Polar work, behaved magnificently. Because 
they were sitting mostly with the weight on the back, they were 
proving unexpectedly safe for crossing crevasses. 

As Hillary lumbered on, communication with Fuchs was still 
difficult, but at least he was now well beyond South Ice. One mes- 
sage received from him said he hoped to see us “soon,” but about 
this time, Fuchs, because of the shrinking distance between the 
two parties, managed to contact Hillary directly on the radio, and so 
we did not have the same communications with him at the Pole as 
before. 

But already there were signs of trouble ahead for Hillary. On 
the Pole radio we listened in to the New Zealand news. According 
to one report, popular pressure had already mounted in New Zea- 
land to free Hillary from his “obligation” (if there ever were one) 
to stay at 700 for Fuchs, and a report on the radio said that 
Bowden, of the Ross Sea Committee, had radioed Hillaiy to get in 
toudh with Fuchs to talk it over. But then, according to a news 
report I heard on Dasmber 26, HiHary had “defied” fee orders of 
his expedition’s New Zealand Committee, and fee same Mr. Bow- 
den was reported as saying feat he had received no official advice 
from HiBaiy about his decision to pufe on to fee Pole. When 
asked if fee decision was taken -wife tiK committee’s permission, 
Mr. Bowden answere 4 ‘*1 am not going to answer feat,” and when 
questioned about fee possibility of halting Hillaiy evea now (a 
slightly ridiculous su^estkm and very hard to put into effect) 
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Bowden answered, “Well, he is going apparently. Sir Edmund is 
apparently satisfied that his resources are adequate, and presumably 
the revised arrangements are the result of discussions betw^n him 
and Dr. Fuchs." 

Presumably so. In London, Rear-Admiral Parry, secretary of 
the expedition’s headquarters, insisted, “Dr. Fuchs will certainly 
not try to race ahead if he has time in hand. He has a complicated 
scientific program to carry out, and he will want to give all ie time 
he can to that." 

At the Pole, wagers were being tahen that Hillary would reach 
the bottom of the earth by New Year’s Day, but these hopes 
gradually faded as Hillary started to run into soft snow and his 
speed slowed up considerably. By the last day of 1957, Hillary was 
still 150 miles from the Pole. We picked up his exact position — 87 
degrees, 40 minutes South, longitude 141 d^ees East. The steady 
rise in altitude to nearly 11,000 feet was resulting in a considerable 
reduction in the power of his three tractors and Hillary was seriously 
considering abandoning some of his fuel and stores. 

As Hillary moved forward, another drama was beii^ enacted, 
one which, because of the more dramatic dash by Hillary, never 
really received the pubHc praise which was its due. This was the 
flight from South Ice to Scott Base by Squadron Leader John Lewis, 
in a single-engined Otter aircraft, a remarkable achievement 

The Otter, with Lewis as its top-hatted pilot, was Fuchs' sup- 
port plane at South Ice, and onc« Fuchs was past South Ice, and 
safely on the way to the Pole, there was no point in leaving this 
light plane behind. It was agre^, therefore, that Lewis should try 
to make Scott Base. This was a great fii^t, for the Otter was not 
heavily enough powered to land at the Pole altitude and ever hc^ 
to take off again. John Lewis had to go the whole way alone in 
steadily worsening weather as the winter approached. 

On December 30, as Hillary reported his latest position, with 
the added information, “The weather is stfll fine but the doud is 
increasing and temperatures are much colder,” John Lewis called 
us up. With Fuchs now between South Ice and the Pole, he fdt he 
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could fly on. His radio <x>uld not possibly call Scott Base, so we laid 
on a meteorolc^cal report for him that covered him from the Pole 
to Scott. The weather at the Pole was fair, not perfect as I saw it 
so often, but good enough for flying. Lewis would not land, but 
he would fly overhead and we would talk to him on the radio. 

This historic flight — doomed to failure on the first attempt — 
started at half past ten in the morning (coming from the other side 
of Antarctica, Lewis was flying in daytime, and so would have the 
same benefite from the sun as Hillary had by moving at night) . At 
first all went well. The tiny aircraft made excellent progress on his 
flight of 1,280 air miles from South Ice to Scoth while two Otter 
aircraft attached to McMurdo planned to go out and meet him on 
the Ross Ice Shdf and escort him to base. But by one o’clock, he 
was in serious trouble. By two p.m., when he should have passed 
the Pole, the aircraft was building up rime ice in thick doud which 
was unbroken to 15,000 feet. The machine b^an to lose height. 
Pitifiilly, everywhere dse along his track the weatiber was fine, with 
only scattered doud and no turbulence or ice, and fine weather 
down the Beardmore to the Ross Ice Shelf. 

But suddenly the capridous weather at the South Pole had 
dosed in, and the Otter could not make the added height to get 
above the clouds heavy with ice. At two John Lewis decided 
to turn back to South Ice. He land^ there at half past five in the 
evening. 

This had an unfc^eseen consequence — one that utterly be- 
wildeied Admiral Dufek and his senior officers, so used to the care- 
ful prqmations and abundant supplies with which all American 
sorties were planned. By niaViTig this abortive flighty Lewis had used 
up seven boors’ wcntib of aviation faeL When he returned to South 
Ice^ he then dBoovered he didn't have enoi^ ftid at the Depot 
to make a fresh attempt at the fl%ht . was extra fud at 

Shaddeton, but Lewis could not fly to Shackkton to feteh it, be- 
cause the load would be so heavy. He ^uld have h^ to make 
several trips merely to buiM up sufficient stock at South loe to 
try again. It seemed cxazf, as Dufek said, to leave such a small 
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store of fuel at South Ice. However, the Americans helped, and 
willingly agreed to ferry some fuel and drop it at South Ice for 
Lewis, who was to make the attempt, this time successfully, later 
on. 

Hillary was in diflSculties too. The hard sastrup of the Polar 
plateau had given way to soft snow, most imsuitable for the light 
Ferguson tractors. His fast daily average of around fifty miles a day 
had ended as deep snow repeatedly brought his tractors to a halt 

Speaking to his base, Hillary admitted, “At one time it ap- 
peared as if the tractor train had reached the end of the road. Deep 
bottom snow proved too much for the tractors and they bo^ed 
down again and again.” Hillary had aheady pondered about re- 
ducing his load, and now he decided to do so. On the snow beside 
his tracks, the small party in bitter cold made a depot of every item 
they could spare from their food and fuel. They left behind two 
of their cargo sledges and more than a ton of supplies, reducing 
their rations and fuel to just the bare minimum necessary for the 
last hundred miles to the Pole. 

During the night before, the tractors had been biting more 
than two feet into thick, soft snow. The team had spent hours 
clearing the tracks with shovels, but with the lighter load, the 
Fergusons were able to move forward again, though very slowly, 
and in low gear. 

“Our main worry is fuel, but we are holding our own,” reported 
Hillary, who had left Depot 700 with twenty drums of fuel, but 
had now only four drums left for the final dash. 

Meanwhile, we waited — and waited — and waited. During the 
time of waiting, as I became more and more an old inhabitant of 
the Pole station, we pursued the time-honored pastime of Antarc- 
tica, trying to devise means of passing the hours. Admiral Byrd 
once remarked that the greatest problem was just trying to make the 
days pass. The scientific personnd had tiieir work to do, but this 
could not possibly occupy all thdr waking hours. Conditions were 
too severe to permit continued working outside on the varied sci- 
entific tasks. They had to be done in spurts. 
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On New Year's Day, Vem had a great idea. We would have 
a picnic, outside on the ice. The notion was received with mixed 
feelings, hut according to my diary, dated January i: 

“Last night we saw the old year out with a wild evening of 
Bourbon whislcy and a double feature program on the cinema. 
Mogy came to the party in his pyjamas, saying it was easier thus to 
roll into bed when the festivities were over. We stayed up until 
about four in the morning, and today we started the New Year 
with an open air picnic. Temperature, minus twenty-two. We lit 
a fire — ^which bored its way down in the snow with astonishing 
ferocity until finally it was five feet below the surface — ^and fastened 
forks to the ends of long split bamboos. We used these to heat hot 
dogs over the fire, but the party was only a partial success. All the 
beer froze in ten minutes so we had nothing to drink. Finally, 
even the mustard froze, and the rolls in which the hot dog sausages 
were supposed to be put were eatable at the banning, but after 
that they too became so hard you could hardly bite into them. 

“Somebody had the bright idea of serving ice cream, but that 
too turned out to be a fiasco. We had no implements tough enough 
to cut the ice cream into reasonable portions, so mcKt of it was 
left. We tried to warm it over the fire, but the carton caught fire 
yet the ice cream refused to melt We stayed out for half an hour 
or so, eating the sausages off the long forks, then went in with 
sighs of relief, and I ^lent the afternoon of the first day of the 
year in bed.” 

This was only one of the many ways in which we tried to cheat 
time. I, persona%, found that keqnng a diary l^ped considerably 
in crnnhating boredom, and now, I may say, hdps considerably 
to refresh my mind about unimportant items that might otherwise 
have been teiqgotten. For instance, my first shower. On January 3, 
obviou^ for want of something better to do, I made a long entry 
into my Polar “log”; 

'Testerday I had my first shower in Pdar fashMm. The niks 
are strict. You turn the shower on for fift^ seconds, turn it off 



At the South Pole 115 

while you soap yourself, rinse o£F for another fifteen seconds— and 
that does you for a fortnight 

“Today, I helped to roll barrels of oil, that had been para- 
chuted, into the corridors — ^about the most pooping joh I have ever 
done at this altitude. Now they are lining the tunnels, the only 
place where they can be easily available when the winter comes, for 
when the temperature really drops not only can a man’s face freeze 
up in fifteen seconds, but the oil itself could turn like curdled mflk. 

I have seen many strange brown patches of shredded material lying 
in the snow. I thought it was mashed up corrugated paper. It was 
oil, where a drum burst when being parachuted and froze up. Out- 
side the huts stand the tractors. Sometimes some of them are not 
used for day after day, yet the engines are never stopped. They go 
on puffing away, just turning over, because if once they were stopped, 
who knows if ever they could be started again? 

“We have another really serious problem here, too — garbage 
disposal. No system of sewage could possibly work well in this 
climate. You cannot pipe away unwanted liquids such as those from 
the toilets because they would freeze immediately they left the 
comparative warmth of the huts or corridors. So we have bulldozed 
big pits which when nearly filled with refuse — both human and 
otherwise — ^are snowed over and so keep the base dean. But now the 
winter is coming, it will soon be too cold even to walk out to the 
garbage pit. We are instead bulldozing a new pit twenty feet deep 
and nearly a hundred yards long, which wfll be covered over and 
connected to the camp by a tunnel. It is the only way the mai 
can be sure that the waste products from the kitchen and the 
toilets can ever be taken out. There is no smdl problem because 
everything freezes immediately. Already this garbage pit, thou^ 
only twenty feet below the surface, has a steady temperature of 
minus forty. 

“Nothing is more irritating here than to read in magazines of 
the Pole station being, as I recently read, ‘a small, self-contained 
town with all modom conveniences.’ It is true that we eat as much 
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as we want, thou^ the diet cannot be described as varied, and it is 
true that there is alwa3rs a pot of coffee on the galley stove and a 
loaf of bread and a tin of peanut butter for snacks between meals, 
but these (and tiie ubiquitous films) must be put into perspective 
against the miseries that no cheerfulness can totally conceal — ^the 
lack of water for washing, the sleepless nights, getting out of bed 
each morning and poking a head out of the hut door into a blind- 
ir^ brilliance that leaves one sightless; the eternal business of put- 
ting clothes on and taking them off, the eternal fear of losing a 
glove or a scarf. life is a perpetual snuffle and the stuff that causes 
the snuffle is forever making icicle hanging from one’s nose. I came 
in the other day and literally had to snap one off. For myself, I have 
found it hardet of all here to bother to keep dean or tidy. Since 
the used water of the washroom caimot be drained, it is kept in a 
tank under the tin washbowl until fuU, then dumped. As I am apt 
to cough and splutter each morning at home anyway, I find it al- 
most imbearable to wash my teeth over this mixture of everybody’s 
leaving^. The fact that the toilets are within a few f^t doesn’t help 
matters, for they have no water of course, they are just pits di^ into 
the snow, with primitive seats made over than and are quite public. 
Each morning before I arise, I decide manfully to change my under- 
dothes, but the effort of finding them in my kitbag while I am 
stfll in my sleeping b^ has so fer been beyond my courage. Each 
morning I make my bed in the comer of the hut where I am living. 
That means laying out my sleeping bag neatly. I do not, as my 
mother taught me, have to fold up my j^amas, for I sleep in my 
underdothes, and if ti% ni^t is xmduly sharp, my shirt as wdl. I 
have managed to get an old packing case and make this into a sort 
of screen-withdressingtable betw^n my bed and tire next one. 
Here I have a stock of cigarette^ my papers, different kinds of 
gloves for different kinds of excursions, and the vital tubes of grease 
for my lips. My family photos stand on the top — ^Titina, Icxrkii^ 
beautifiil but a trifie severe Bengy suckii^ a lollipop, and Sominetta 
just lookir^ indescribaUy beautiful Acrr^s the top of my camp bed 
I have stmng a line of old parachute cord, on which over my head 
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as I sleep dangle my socks, for they seem to get wet eveiy day and 
I usually wear four pairs each time I go out for a longish walk. 

“For extra warmth I scrounged an old silk parachute for a bed- 
cover. This is very gay in blue and red, but I noticed after the first 
n%ht that it seemed very heavy for such a hght material. I did 
nothing for several mornings — one always proaastinates here — but 
eventually I discovered that in its bull^ folds which I had never 
quite disentangled there was enough snow to fill at least six buckets. 
It showed no signs of melting, so I have left it there.” 

Out on the trail, in the white wilderness, the two teams stum- 
bled on. John Lewis at South Ice prepared for another try in his 
flight from South Ice to Scott, but had to wait for his petrol. Fuchs 
was still snowbound. By the evening of January 2, the temperature 
was minus twenty-eight degrees. The thermometer was dropping 
every day. That night the New Zealand tractor train moved forward 
another twenty-two miles. Hillary was nearly there. 
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It was ten minutes past one on the afternoon of Saturday, January 
4, when Hillary reached the Pole. The time is one &at hikorians 
should note because, as so often happens from remote pla(^, differ- 
ing reports were circulated in the world's Press. The Times and 
Reuter were stiU emplo)dng the temporary services of a New Zea- 
land journalist who, though he was attached to Hillary, and had 
indeed spent fourteen days on the trail with him as far as Depot 
700, for some reason refused an American invitation to fly to the 
Pole with me to meet his fellow countryman in his hour of triumph. 
Since I was the only British reporter at the Pole (tc^ether with 
three Americans by now), the oflrer newq>apers in England had 
perforce to rely on information from Scott Base. From the com- 
fortable seclusion of this New Zealand bas^ so far from the South 
Pole, a completely inaccurate report was sent of the time of Hil- 
lary's arrival, many hours befic»e he did in fact arrive. It was not, 
of course, deliberate; such an enor is quite understandable when 
reporting momentous events from such a di<? ht TTc e!. 

For two nights the Pole station had kept watch fmr the black 
dots on the horizon that would tell us of the approach of the tradicff 
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train. On Saturday morning, Mogy, using powerful binoculars, first 
sighted them. The moment was at hand. We all dressed up in our 
furs and parkas and almost the entire station trooped out to the 
ring of barrels that marked the actual site of the Pole. 

It seemed hours until the tiny dots became real, moving ob- 
jects. We debated what we should offer the Pole conqueror for 
lunch, finally deciding on sausages and beans because they would 
not spoil if left on the stove longer than was strictly necessary. By 
midday, the tractor train was clearly visible with the naked eye. It 
was a beautiful morning as the three vehicles came closer and closer. 
Eventually, Vernon and Mogy, as joint leaders, drove out in a 
Weasel to welcome them oflEcially a mile or so from the Pole. They 
did not “escort” them in, preferring just to shake hands and offer 
them the hospitality of the Base; then Vernon, who was driving 
the Weasel, sheered off at right angles from Hillary's machines, 
and came back by a circuitous route, so that nobody could ever say 
HiUary had not come in on his own. A very pleasing gesture, I 
thought. 

Yet, when the great moment arrived, it passed off almost with- 
out drama. The three cra2y-looking tractors, roped to their sledges, 
suddenly became almost lifesize, then larger than lifesize. At first 
we could see no faces inside the makeshift canvas “tents” that had 
been ri^ed up to protect the drivers from the cold. Then the top 
of the leading Ferguson's cover was thrown back and up stood that 
amiable giant Ed Hillary and waved a greeting. The cameras with- 
out which no American is ever properly dressed clicked like mad. 
It was a glorious moment, a supreme moment EffDaxy, lor^dbg be- 
dra^led and dirty and with long, unkempt hair, jumped out on to 
the hard snow and we crowded round and shook him the hand. 
It was the end of a lon^ loi^ trafl. 

In the manner of modem life, Hie historic moment had to be 
rdived several times for the photc^raphers. The “original” hand- 
shake had to be performed over and over again, and then the grimy 
but grinning team assembled, and moved into closer formation so 
that all could perpetuate the moment 
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‘We look a fine bunch of menl” cried Hillaiy. All five men 
were bearded and bedraggled, with their coats and parkas tom, but 
they all gave great smiles as we walked from the Pole itself to the 
station, and all sat down for lunch, and handed out the letters for 
the expedition manbers which had arrived on the plane that took 
me to the Pole. 

Actually, Hillaiy could have reached the Pole a day earlier had 
he wanted to, for he arrived within twenty miles of the Pole during 
the previous day, but decided to camp the night 

“I knew there would be a lot of fuss when we arrived,” he 
grinned, “so as we had been driving twenty-four hours nonstop I 
thought we’d better prepare ourselves for the ordeal.” 

This was Hillary’s great moment of personal triumph, and it 
was a likeable cheerful Hfllary who came into our Press hut for a 
long talk, and his first beer for three months. 

I was to get to know him very well. He was far more tempera- 
mental than one would suppose. There was none of the ice-cold 
efficiency of Fuchs, nor the suavene^. Standing six feet four, with 
his craggy head and big shoulders, it was impossible not to be im- 
mediately drawn to him. He had great charm. He was no bra^art, 
but he was not politely overmodest, and certainly realised, in a 
quite charming way, the importance of being a hero, and ite value 
in life. I felt before I left Antarctica even more sure that Hfllary 
had all along plaimed this dash to the South Pole, as paxt of his 
perfectly Intimate “way of life” and would have been very ufset 
if all the honors had gone to Fuchs and none to him . But this 
was in no way an unpleasant trait in his character. A hard-head^ 
New Zealai^br, on whom the world’s hrmors had fallen aftCT 
EvCTest, he had a nahnal shyness ami pleasant maimer (when he 
wanted to exercise it) that made peopk enjoy his oanpany, and I 
am sure that though be genuinely was bored with much of t^ social 
life inevitable in such conditiQns, he tcxA a pleasure in the fact that 
his accomplishments sing^ him out as one of flie greatest living 
adventurers. It would have been silly to think otbawise. Hfllary 
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was and is a man of enormous physical stature, with a heart and 
courage as great as his body. He wanted to get to the Pole. 

But it was his magnificent physique that made him such a 
tackier of obstacles. The ordinary things of life were not enough 
for him; he was just too strong for them. Dr. Gri£B& Pugh, who 
was on Everest with him (and later came to greet Fuchs at fee 
Pole) told me feat fee most remarkable thing about Hillary's 
fierce, e3q)losive energy was his lung capacity. He calculated that 
Hillary’s lungs were two liters superior to those of fee average 
athlete. It was this which gave him his phenomenal stamina and 
endurance. 

That afternoon, and fee two following days in which we lived 
together at fee Pole before flying back to McMurdo, Ed— he hated 
to be called Sir Edmund — ^and the other rapedition members pieced 
together for me fee first complete picture of what this historic dash 
had meant in hardship, danger, and (perhaps worst of all) boredom 
for its five members, each of whom had made part of fee trip, 
though Hillary was fee only one of the five who had made fee 
complete journey from Scott to the Pole. The other four had only 
made sections of fee journey, wife substitutions for various reasons 
along fee route. But they were all fine boys, every one of them; and 
even though (because of a communications problem) I had smne 
sl^ht difference of opinion wife one of them, Hfllai/s radio man 
Peter Mu^ew, that had nothing to do wife fee fact that I had as 
great an admiration for Peter (and seaet envy of his exploits) as 
fee otha: members of fee team. Each one of them did a truly heroic 
trek. 

The most fantastic aspect of the whole journey was feat when 
Hillary arrived, he had only enough psoline left for another fifteen 
miles. It was almost incredible, but a most revealing insight into 
Hillary’s character. He threw overboard all fee rest of his fud, took 
a calculated risk, knowing that if he had not done sc^ fee wei^t of 
his equipment might easily have prevented him from ccunpleting 
fee journey, which would have meant a rescue by air. In other 
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words — ^failure. But Hillary was so determined to get to the Pole 
that he threw everything he didn't need away on the trail, and 
reached it with the ridiculously small margin of thirty gallons of 
gasoline to spare and enough food for perhaps another two weeks. 

Equally fasdnatii^ was the fact that the trek of 1,300 miles, 
taking three months, had been made on ordinary farm tractors that 
anybody could buy. For three gruelling months in the worst weather 
in the world, the tractors had never given any serious trouble. 

“If you overhaul them, they could go right back ^ain,” said 
Hillary as we sat on the edge of a bed, drinking canned beer, talk- 
ing and yarning under the naked electric light bulbs, with a small 
Christmas tree still standing in a comer on a box of caimed orange 
juice. 

For a long time we sat there, other members of the expedition 
joining us and chiming in with their accounts of the exploit. But 
m<Kt of the story came from Hillary himself, and I can do no 
better than give it in his own words. If at times they seem a little 
disjointed, it is because I have refrained from changing them. They 
are as he spoke them as we sat in the hufr and drank beer while I 
made notes. 

“We travelled by night,” he began, “so as to navigate by the 
sun directly in front of us and we became quite attached to the 
old sun. Each day was exactly the same as tiie last. There have been 
no major hitches, but thank God it is over. The last 100 miles were 
iM>t dan^ous, but damned boring. That's the mam trouble — it's 
so damned monotimous. All the way up here we saw only two sights 
— a lonely dcua seagull 600 miles from the Pole, and one mountain 
150 miles away. 

“Some of us read books white sitting in the tractors because 
only one traitor needed to be navigated as they were roped to- 
gether. The others toDowed in its ai^ their drh^ were 

either reading or even sometimes dozing. In fact one of our b^^st 
hardships was when our library ran out 

“The tractors, of course, were fantastic. We were sifcepticd at 
firsts but they have been flat out for three months at betwem three 
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and five miles an hour and in soft snow we could only travel in 
bottom or second gear. Even then it was touch and go whether the 
gasoline would last out for the final hundred miles; but as a result 
of this I believe it is now possible for the Americans to set up a 
regular tractor train route between McMurdo and the Pole. 

“We didn’t have too much trouble with crevasses. When 
their presence was suspected, two people were sent ahead roped 
together to discover bridges over the crevasses. The deepest cre- 
vasse looked literally bottomless. 

“The best moment of the trip was at Christmas when we 
drank our bottle of Scotch, and the New Zealand radio put on a 
special program for us. Our biggest thrill was when we nearly lost 
one tractor in a crevasse, but fortunately the other two were able 
to haul it out. But crevasses weren’t really our biggest problem — 
our biggest trouble started when we began crossing the Polar 
plateau, putting up our tents in twenty-five-mile-an-hour winds. 
The lowest temperature we encountered was minus forty-one 
degrees” (which with a twenty-five-mile-an-hour wind would equal 
a temperature on the body of minus sixty-six) . 

Hillary told me that for three months he had never taken off 
his underclothes and had never had a real wash. “We slept an aver- 
age of six hours out of each twenty-four,” he added, “and had our 
biggest meal at eight every morning.” 

Members of the party gave me their daily on-the-trail routine: 
starting with oatmeal for breakfast at five p.m. (remembs, they 
travelled by night), then six hours of driving, after which a forty- 
five minute break for cocoa and biscuits, another six hours on the 
tractor, and dinn er at eight a.m. Some of the men ate (and even 
liked) pemmican, but Hillary’s main diet was his favorite bacon 
and powdered ^s. 

“If anybody ever offers me eggs again, I'D kill them!” groaned 
Derdc Wright, the team’s photographer. 

They carried no fresh or frozen meat Some was flown out 
on one occasion by John Claydon, but something had gone wrcmg 
and it had to be tfaown away. And throughout the entire trip. 
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they never drank tea. Only cocoa — ^*^thick and sweet,” said Hillary. 

I asked Hillar y two forthright questions. The first was “Why 
did you come to the Pole?” 

“Because I wanted to,” answered Hillary, adding with a grin, 
“Some people have to have a scientific reason. Not me.” 

“Is there any friction between you and Fuchs because of this 
dash of yours?” 

“Bunny wished us luck,” replied Hillary. “We expected he 
might be here first.” 

It was inevitable that we should talk about Fuchs, who was 
far behind schedule, with almost 1,500 miles to go and the prospect 
of howling blizzards on the plateau as winter came nearer. Despite 
previous optimistic reports, Fuchs, at the moment when the world 
focus was centered on Hillaiy, was still many miles from the Pole 
and halted again by a whiteout. I never did understand that remark 
“We expected he might be here first.” It was quite obvious that, 
even without the scientific work which slowed down Fuchs so 
much, his heavier caravan could never travel at a speed equal to 
Hillaiy’s lightweight team. Hillary, already rather despondent about 
the prospect of wintering over, told me flatly, “Fuchs may be many 
weeks getting here. Let’s hope he makes it before the winter. But 
I don’t want to stay. Not me, old boy. One winter here is enough. 
My fiiture plans are to get home to New Zealand and look after 
my family. It’s time we returned to the childreiL” 

On the first nigh t, after the expedition members had read thdr 
letters, the first for many weels, we had a big party. Tlie chanv 
pogne had already been drunk at Christmas, but we had a “happy 
hour” with Old Methusakm bourbon, fnmi which Vernon made 
American old fashioiied coddails whidi iKHmally indude bitters, 
orange and dieny. Doe to the lack of ficedi fimL he evolved his 
own old &shioneds, by sweetening the bourbon with cherry- 
flavoured sweets and letting the mixture stand two weeks before 
serving over siwfw. We dined off meat kaf, beans, OOTn, potato, 
and pumpkin pie. 
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“I’ll have to watch my manners now,” said one of the New 
Zealanders, “I’m so used to eating while lying down in my sleeping 
bag, I’ve almost forgotten how to use knives and forks at a table.” 

Hillary himself, twenty pounds lighter, granted, “I just can't 
eat it all.” We all saw a film after dinner. Because he was so used 
to travelling by nighl^ neither Hillary nor any expedition membera 
were sleepy when the normal bedtime arrived. We sat and yarned 
in the cozy living room I had come to know so well, and it was then 
that Hillary decided he would fly out when I did on January yth. 
He planned to take four of the team with him, leaving Mulgrew, the 
radio operator, at the Pole to deal with messages from Fuchs. Fuchs 
was so obviously going to take weeks to reach the Pole tiiere was no 
point in my remaining there. Also I had more photographs, and 
some hope that for the first time it would be possible to radio out 
pictures I had taken of Hillary’s arrival at the Pole. McMurdo was 
trying to lay it on. It meant transmitting the photographs by radio 
to New York, then retransmitting them by radio-tdephone to 
London. It was worth a shot 

That being dedded, and praying for good flying weather, we 
aU turned in, most of the expedition members sleeping in the South 
Pole Press Hut their first night on a bed for many a loi^ week. 

Hillary needed a good sleep on that great night— for within a 
few hours of his arrival at the Pole, the storm of controversy burst 
open and the world was starting to buzz with the question that will 
never be satisfactorily answered: “Should he have gone mi to the 
Pole?” There were some who felL and still do fed strong, that he 
let Fuchs down, that this was “Fuchs’ show” and that Hillary’s job 
was to stay at Depot 700, however late Fuchs was ica his appoint- 
ment in the white desert. 

There is one important point that was never really dwdt upon, 
but which made all tiie difference in assessing HiIIar3^s actions. Did 
Hillary decide to go to the Pole after reaching Depot 700, ox long, 
long before? We know that he did not discuss the Pole dash witii 
Fuchs until Depot 700 was properly established, at whidi time 
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HiUary knew how far away Fuchs was. But did Hillary refrain 
from asking Fuchs for permission until then — yet having had the 
seaet idea all through the expedition that he would get to the Pole 
before Fuchs if it were possible? It is one thing to arrive at a lonely 
spot in the Antarctic, do your job, find yourself with a month on 
your hands, and then on the spur of the moment, decide to go for 
the Pole. It is another to have agreed to wait for the expedition 
leader at a given point, knowing all the time that, if humanly pos- 
sible, you would try to get to the Pole. 

I bdieve that this was no sudden decision of Hillaiy's. I be- 
lieve he had his dream of reaching the Pole for more than a 
year. I am convinced that right from the time he agreed to be 
assistant to Fuchs, Hillary hoped that he would reach the Pole. 
I do not for a moment suggest he would have disobeyed any in- 
struction if Fuchs had been on time at 700. Hillaiy might then 
have been a disappointed man, with very little of the glory that has 
been showered on the expedition. 

The Times, in a leading article, described Ed Hillary’s trdc 
to the Pole as “a personal and unpremeditated sally to the Pole.” 
But was it? All the evidence points to the contrary. 

Hillary himself said that “I came to the Pole because I wanted 
to come to the Pole. Some people have to have a scientific reason. 
Not me.” To this he added the cat^orical statement, “I have har- 
bored the idea of a Pole trip for nearly a year," adding perhaps the 
most significant phrase of the whole dispute, "But I don’t bdieve 
in calling my drots in advance.” 

That seems to me to indicate perfectly dearly that Hillary had 
nurtured the Pofe dream in secret 

The whole of Hillary’s dash to the Pole contained many 
strange sidelights. Consider these. Whai Sir Edmund Hillary was 
at Depot 700, he told Dr. Fudis that he would "scrub the Pole 
jaunt” — abandon his plans — ^if he could hdp Dr. Fuchs in any way. 
He also told me that Fuchs had wished him lud: on his trip to the 
Pole. 
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But there was a way in which Hillary could have furiier 
helped Fuchs, and that was by laying another depot 

When Hillary reached Depot 700, he spent ten days preparing 
the depot for Dr. Fuchs, and he then asked Fuchs (according to 
Hillary himself) whether there was anything else he could do. 
Hillary told Fuchs at this time that he proposed “venturing another 
200 miles southward to find a way for the Fuchs party through the 
crevasses and possibly to push on to the Pole.” 

So Hillary set off southward. A day’s journey out of 700, he 
managed to contact Fuchs, but not personally, saying he had left 
700 to prove the route for two hundred miles. He told Fuchs he 
would go out one hundred miles while waiting Fuchs' reply, and 
offered to abandon any journey to the Pole if he could help. To 
this Hillary received a reply from Fuchs saying he was delighted 
Hillary was marking the trail south of 700, but the cable from 
Fuchs did not mention the Pole at all. Hillary waited a day when 
one hundred miles towards the Pole, but no other message came 
from Fuchs. Four days out from Depot 700, Hillary pushed on 
another hundred miles. He was now three hundred miles from the 
Pole. The going was easy. He had cleared the crevassed areas. 

Now comes another mystery. When Hillary was 260 miles 
from Depot 700 — virtually half way to the Pole — he at last re- 
ceived a cable from Fuchs. This cable ad:ed Hillary to establi^ 
a further depot at 800, to be laid as a precaution. This depot, which 
Hillary never laid, was 160 miles behind him, and 240 miles from 
the Pole. Yet Hillary told me that the time the message reached 
him , he was beyond the point of no return. Return to wtee? 

Hie answer doesn’t make sense. Without doing anything 
more than turning round, Hillary could have pursued one of two 
courses: 

He could have returned to Depot 700, the same distance 
as the Pole from the point where he received the message. If he 
had enough fud and food to reach ihe Pole, he had enough to 
return to 700. There the fud he had used up on the Pole dash 
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could easfly have been replaced by air, the cai^o being flown in 
by John Claydon, waiting with his aircraft for just such orders as 
these. Hillary could then have laid Depot 800. 

Or — ^he could have gone back to a point one hundred miles 
south of Depot 700, and laid out Depot 800. 

Did he have enough food to hang on and lay a depot at 800? 
He certainly did have enough food and fuel to go to 800 and 
make preliminary plans for laying the depot because, as Hill a r y 
himself told me, he jettisoned nearly a ton of fuel and food on 
the trail in order to lighten his vehicles for the last dash to the 
Pole. 

Could he not have used that food and fuel to start a base at 
800? Or else have gone back to 700, and find Claydon there awaiting 
him, with the necessary supplies to lay 800? 

The whole business of the nonexistent Depot 800 was 
extremely mystoious. Why did Fuchs ask for this depot? Fuchs 
above aU men is an ice-cold, highly efiicient explorer who had 
planned with meticulous care for months ahead. As he proved 
1^ his last magnificent run home to Scott Base, his bases from 
700 down to Scott were chosen with mathematical precision and 
could not have been better placed. The expedition never had any 
need for an extra depot at 800. Is it not an odd fact that Fuchs, the 
mastCT plaimer of the expedition, suddenly changed all his ideas 
of where the bases should be, and after Hillary’s request to proceed 
to the Pole, asked Hillaiy to lay anoiher depot for him? TTiat 
cable was delayed few four days — unaccountably. Was it Fuch's 
polite way trying to stop Hillaiy from reaching the Pole be&ue 
him? And was Hiflaiy's remark about "the point of no letum” 
his polite way of ssyb^ that Pole came first? 

It is perhaps therefcue not inopportune to note that Fudis 
and Hillary did not like each other. That is truth. My colleague 
T. F. Thompson, who was with the e]q>edition in its early stages 
on the Weddell Sea, observed this too. He mentioned it at the 
time of the disagreement in an open letter to Hiflary: 

“Bunny was ddighted when you agie«l to lead the support 
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group which would establish the food and fuel depots and finally 
lead the crossing party to safety at SoDtt Base. There was no thoij^ht 
of glory for himself nor of keeping New Zealand out of the pic- 
ture. As token of this he took your dose friend and fellow country- 
man George Lowe on the crossing party. 

“Unfortunately it now seems a new factor came into the 
picture. Yourself and Bunny, each of you a splendid bloke, did 
not exactly hit it off together. When I met your ship after you had 
jointly established the advance party on the Weddell Sea coast, 
it was one story I did not write. I had hoped never to write it For 
it was then obvious from little incidents and little hints dropped 
that the temperaments of the two leaders dashed. I noticed that 
you and Dr. Fuchs never voluntarily got together. But I always 
hoped that what was below the surface would never come into 
view— certainly never result in an open break in the full glare of 
world publidty.” 

Wdl — ^now Ed Hillary was at the Pole. What next? There 
were three courses open to him — ^to wait for Fuchs at the Pole, 
and thus help him with the Polar plateau crossing; to take his 
tractor back to 700 (the Americans having offered him suflfident 
fuel and food) and wait there as originally planned; or to fly from 
the Pole back to Scott Base, and pass the interim time in the 
comfort that this real base afforded. 

After three months on the trail, nobody can blame Hillary 
for deciding to return to Scott Base, as he would naturally fly up to 
meet Fuchs when he arrived at 700. But was it the right decision? It 
m%;ht have been — ^after all, Hillary's job was to meet Fuchs at Depot 
700 and escort him down the glader. It might have been — except 
for one extraordinary thing that happened at the Pole, while we 
were all there; but of which we knew nothing at the time. 

Fot while Hillary was basking in world fame — ^as Fuchs 
was struggling in a whiteout — while Hillary was dedding to fly 
back to Scott Base, he talked on the radio, in secret, to Dr. Fudis, 
still so many miles away. 

The details of that talk would never have b^n made public 
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except for a piece of sheer bad luck, but that talk contained one 
question from Fuchs — ^and one answer from Hillaiy. 

Fuchs asked him — ^if not in these words — ^“Now that you 
have got to the Pole, will you hang on at the Pole tfll I get there 
and escort me back across the plateau?” 

Hillary refused. 



10. ConEict Between Fuchs and Hillary 


Ed Hillary and I flew back to McMurdo on January 6th. I had 
been at the Pole for about two weeks and, due to communications 
difficulties, was out of touch with my office. So it was that I did 
not know until two days later of the private telegrams exchai^ed 
between Fuchs and Hillary which were to result in the open row 
between the two men — ^private messages made public in error. 

Before I knew about them, Hillary and ! had a long talk at 
Scott Base, where we had a cup of real English tea and talked 
for an hour. 

“Buimy is chu^ng along to the Pole and making about 
thirty miles a day,” said Hillary. “I would say that he can maintain 
an average of thirty miles a day all the way home. He told me he 
expected to be at the Pole on January 17, and at this rate it will 
take him another forty-five days to reach Scott Base.” 

We poured out more tea, and Hillary add«i significantly, 
'That is, if the weather holds. On the other hand, it’s getta^ 
late in the season and there is a chance of bad weather for vehicles 
ffiat have already had a severe thrashing. The temperature on the 
plateau is much lower in February than in January. Naturally I 
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hope we won't have to winter over for a second time, and I’m sure 
Bunny’s party thinks the same. But if anybody winters over, it's 
better it should be Bunny’s party and so most of us will go home 
before winter. I of course will have to stay if necessary. I have no 
alternative.” 

As he was telling me this, the whole row had blown up 
across the pages of the world’s newspapers, due to what the New 
Zealanders described as “a series of tragicomic errors.” Hillary 
had sent a cable suggesting Fuchs stop at the Pole. It was addressed 
to the London Committee of the expedition, but a copy was sent 
to Mr. Charles Bowden, of the Ross Sea Committee. Bowden’s 
copy became mixed up with a number of press messages and 
was broadcast over the New Zealand radio. 

From that moment the row was on, for Hillary’s message 
was the one that caused poor Fuchs, so hard pressed, to cry back 
to Hillaiy, in effect ‘We don’t need you. We’ll get through by 
ourselves.” 

Hillary's message was sent to Marshal of the RAF Sir John 
Slessor, chairman of the London Committee of Management. It 
read in full: 

“Fuchs on Sunday morning January 5th was 357 miles from 
the Pole in heavy sastmp (snow ridges) and doii^ repairs to a 
Weasd. He advises that the Otter reported a very high ridge 
covered with enormous sdstmgi at about 87 d^ees South. 
Although he hoped, with reasonable luck, to be at the Pole by 
January 20, this will require a much hi^er average than he has 
been aide to mamtain. 

“Have expressed my views to Fuchs that with extreme dday 
in his prc^ramme and the punishment his vehicles are sustaining 
he would be most unwise to attempt to continue on over the 
1,250 miles to Scott Base this season. ThK joum^ could only be 
done at considerable rid: to men and at the sacrifice of any effect- 
ive seismic prc^ram. I suggested that he winter his vehicles at the 
South Pole, that his party be evacuated by air, and that in Novem- 
ber they fly in again to the Pole in ample time to recondition 
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their vehicles and complete their joume7 with full scientific 
progress. 

“I have no doubt that Admiral Dufek would be anxious to 
assist in this as Fuchs does not realise that his delayed progress 
is causing considerable concern, not only to ourselves but also to 
the Americans. Th^ accept the fact that it will be their job, 
whether they are asked or not, to initiate rescue action and that, 
therefore, both naval and air forces will be tied up here awaiting 
Fuchs’ safe arrival. 

“Although Fuchs requested that one of my mechanics 
accompany him from the Pole to Scott Base, neither of my men, 
who have done an outstanding job, is prepared to take on this 
job, which they regard as extremely foolhardy at this time of year. 
When I advised Fuchs of my views he replied more in sorrow than 
in anger and expressed himself determined to go despite all. 

“Although Fuchs was anxious for me to travel with him 
from the Pole, I have advised him, rather than wait several weeks 
inactively at the Pole, I would return to Scott Base and get on 
with my job and then join him at one of the depots. To my mind, 
enough prestige will have been gained by the arrival of Fuchs 
and ourselves at the South Pole to enable a modification of the 
plan to allow the task to be carried out in a reasonable and safe 
maimer over a two-year period, whereas a forced march late in 
the season could well cause both unfavourable publicity. Your 
instmcdons are the only thing that can enable Fuchs to save face 
and adopt a modified plan, K) I would earnestly request that the 
management committee should give this matter its earliest con- 
sideration.” 

This was an incredible message! Hfllaiy had of course every 
right to offer advice, but in what terms he ma^ it! Could we really 
talk about a man like Fuchs “savii^ face.” Why, it is the last 
♦■hiTig Fuchs would ever care about, he was far abow that sort of 
thing! Fuchs was a man who, despite any faults, was cxunpletely 
honKt with himself He would never have been influenced by 
“saving face.” 
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But this was nothing, absolutely nothing, compared with 
the real truth that came out of the telegrams — that Hillary had 
refused to wait at the Pole for Fuchs. No wonder that Sir Miles 
Clifford, a former Governor of the Falkland Islands, and a mem- 
ber of the British Trans-Antarctic Committee, said: “I know 
Hillary well and he is the last man I would expect to have a 
swollen head or be silly. I am sure it (his decision to fly from the 
Pole) is all a mistake. I find it absolutely incredible.” 

And no wonder that Fuchs, on being acquainted with this 
extraordinary outburst, replied to Sir John Slessor crisply: “Have 
received message from Hillary urging me to abandon journey at 
Pole, and return there next season to continue work. His grounds 
are deterioration of weather late in the season. I am aware of 
this possibility which must be accepted. I have informed him 
that there is no question of abandonment, and return of party 
following season is impracticable. 

“He does not wish to accompany us from Pole, but offers to 
join us at Depot 700. He states his agreement with his mechanics’ 
view that continuation of the journey late in the season is an 
unjustifiable risk. I do not agree, but have informed him that I 
do not feel able to ask him to join us at Depot 700 to use his 
local knowledge but will find our own way out.” 

What a heart cry from Fuchs! To me, the most important 
.point was not the difference of opinion between two men, each 
entitled to his own opinion, but the dear truth, emerging from 
the cables, that Hillary had refused Fuchs’ request that Ik should 
remain at ihe Pole This refusal — in Fuchs’ words, “He did not wish 
to accompany us from the Pde” — was I think unforgivable on the 
part of Hillary. It nearly brought disaster to the expedition, and as 
Mr. T. F. Thompson, part of whose kttjer to HiDaiy I have quoted, 
wrote, “Now rdations have deteriorated so much that Bunny 
Fuchs, on the verge of exhaustion as he leads his team through 
sheer frozen hell, cables “We don’t want Sir Edmund to meet us 
at Depot 700. We can do without his local knowledge and find 
our own way down the giada.’ That is a heart cry of a man who 



Conflict Between Fuchs and Hillary 13 S 

thinks himself betrayed, and the tragic thing is that he and his 
party do need your help and badly. ... On the face of it, my 
inclination at the moment is to say: Toor show. Sir Edmund. 
Poor show.' ” 

Slessor immediately cabled Fuchs, “The Committee have 
considered your telegram and Hillary’s. We have full confidence 
in you and your judgment as leader of the expedition. We support 
your decision and any other you may make. Best wishes and 
congratulations on present progress.” 

Why did Hillary do it? Why, having reached the Pole, did 
he not at least stay there for two weeks, in comparative comfort? 
Had Hillary stayed on at the Pole, even his bitterest critics would 
have had to admit that his courage had aided Fuchs, because he 
would then have used his spare time to guide Fuchs across another 
five hundred miles of snow and ice, and thus hasten his progress. 
With Hillary in the leading Sno-Cat, Fuchs would have made bet- 
ter time, and Hillary’s Polar dash would have been hailed as a 
courageous venture to aid the other hard-pressed explorers, by pro- 
viding them with invaluable guidance for an extra five hundred miles 
between the Pole and Depot 700. 

But Hillary said no, adding that he would return to Scott 
Base “and get on with my job.” What job? I saw Hillary “doing 
his job” at Scott Base. 

He was chipping ice with a spade in one of the corridors. 

Rear-Admiral Parry, secretary of the Expedition, carefully 
pointed out that the disagreement between the two men “was 
not a quarrel but merely a difference of opinion,” but I am mndi 
more intrigued by the guarded reply that Slessor, when interviewed 
on the BBC, made, when asked whether Hillaiy had sent his cable 
direct to the London headquarters with the idea that pressure 
should be brought to bear on Dr. Fuchs from London. Slessor said, 
“It might so appear.” 

Indeed it might 

In a leading artide on January 9, The Times, in part, said 
that “the apparent disharmony between the two sections of the 
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Antarctic e3q)edition has been overcome. Disagreement there has 
evidently been; if it ever approached the dimensions of a quarrel, 
judgment at long range was bound to start from the presmnption 
that Dr. Fuchs was in the right Sir Edmund Hillaiy, though a 
subordinate, has been properly entrusted with a large power of 
initiative. His individual thrust to the Pole was quite Intimate, 
for he had already done his duty by establishing . . . the depots 
provided for in the general plan.” 

The Times did not mention that Depot 800 was requested, 
but went on to add, “Not only Sir Edmund Hillai/s personal 
honour, but the credit of New Zealand, is involved in the scrupulous 
performance of his duty to support Dr. Fuchs to the full extent of 
his power,” then went on to say, “If there was ever any ground for 
interpreting his return by air from ihe Pole to Scott Base as a 
presage of withdrawal from the expedition, he [Hillary] has set 
doubts at rest” 

But nobody ever suggested that Hillary was going to quit the 
expedition. Indeed, at the Pole, Hillary told me that he was most 
certainly prepared to winter over if necessary. I never received the 
slightest impression that Hillary would leave Bunny Fuchs in the 
lurch. His later public afiSrmation of what was already well known 
— ^that he would support Fuchs to the end — ^had no bearing on 
Hillary’s decision not to stay at the Pole and wait for Bunny. 

In London, the Expedition held day-long conferenos over the 
crisis, and the same ni^t that they cabled Fuchs they also cabled 
Mr. Bowden of the Rees Sea Committee, the New Zealander who 
had (perhaps for the best) inadvertently made these disagreeable 
points of view public. Slessor asked Bowden to ^ Hillaiy to in- 
vest%ate the possibility of establishing more bases, in a cable which 
read: 

“We bdieve Fuchs* |H(^ess across most difficult country 
Ihoroughly satisfactory and would now expect his rate of progress 
to increase substantially as indeed is happening. 

“Should further ddays throng any reason occur, howevei^ 
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then the duties of the supporting parties under Hillary become 
correspondingly greater. 

“We consider these duties should include the laying of ad- 
ditional depots, including 800 should Fuchs so require, and would 
urge that the necessary action to this end be b^n, n^ng Otter 
as necessary. 

“Most grateful for your valuable cooperation hitherto. Em- 
phasize as previously that Hillary's primary job is to make as certain 
as humanly possible that Fuchs reaches Scott Base this season.” 

This depot was never laid, even though Fuchs later was to say 
to me, “We would perhaps have liked it.” 

Slessor's mess^e, it will be noted, did not ask Hillary to lay a 
new depot, only to be ready to lay one “should Fuchs so require,” 
and on January 9 Hillary, in a radio telephone talk to the New 
Zealand Press Association, said no request had been received from 
any quarter to establish a new depot for Dr. Fuchs— and he added 
the unfortunate phrase “I hope none will come.” It would strain 
the resources of the New 2 ^ 1 and expedition to the utmost to 
establish Depot 800, though he did say, “But we’d give it a go.” 

The Times part-time correspondent summed up the “confused 
picture” in Antarctica on January 8, writing “The decision to ask 
Sir Edmund Hillary to report on plans for the establishment of 
Depot 800, which would be 800 mfles from Scott Base, has added 
further confusion to an already confused picture of frie Antarctic 
adventure. When Sir Edmund left Depot 700 and b^n moving 
farther south it was assumed at the Londcm headquarters that he 
was complying with Dr. Fuchs’ rq)orted request that an additional 
depot be set up 100 miles fartha: on (Depot 800) . But then came 
the New Zealander’s quite unexpected Tiell-bent fra the Pole’ 
message and one might wdl ask now what useful purpose that 
journey serv^.” 

What indeed! But how useful it would have been if only 
HOlary had stayed on at the Pole. I believe that Hillary, thou^ 
his personal course was never in doubt, was not the ideal choice 
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for a supporting role, a man like Dr. Fuchs. I do not think any 
other man in the world could have reached the Pole so quickly, for 
Hillary is not only a man of exceptional courage as well as ex- 
ceptional endurance — ^but only while there is something to do. Now 
that the Pole dash was over, all Hillary could see was Fuchs wasting 
time on seismic soundings, while he was frankly dismayed at the 
prospect of possibly staying another winter in Antarctica, though 
quite prepared to do so. 

At this time I myself was concerned as to whether Fuchs would 
make it. Indeed I cabled at some length of the grave difficulties 
facing Fuchs, doubtless influenced to a certain degree by my close 
association with Hillary, and in my diary of January 7 I wrote: 
'‘What are the chances of Fuchs winning out? They are getting 
slimmer every day and it might well be that Fuchs will have to 
take a chance as difficult as that which faced Shackleton — ^to call 
it off in the interests of his men. Fuchs is still around three hundred 
miles from the Pole and he can’t possibly reach Scott Base before 
early March. By the end of February there will be no more flying. 
Hillary tells me flying will stop when the temperature reaches 
minus forty and it is going down every day. After the Pole, if Fudis 
decides to go on, there will be almost no hope of picking him up 
if he gets into trouble as the New Zealand planes have not the 
range to reach him further south than 700.” 

I made some of these views apparent in a cable to the Daily 
MmZ, but once I had seen the original cables between Fuchs and 
Hillaiy, and then talked to Fuchs at the Pole, I changed my mind 
ccanpletdy. Now he had to go on. 

It must not be thought that all the blame rests on Hillary. 
Fuchs is an eaqflcner in the Scc^ tradition, aloof, weQ-mannered, 
completdy uninterested in the passage of time. ! thought it typical 
of his attitude to the outside world that he tried to have informa- 
tion blodced at the Soutii Pole station which he was using so 
regularly. And later, when we met Fuchs at the Pole, I was told 
by his expedition members that during tiie quarrd between the 
two leaders, while half the world was clamouring that he should 
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stop at the Pole, Fuchs never even discussed the question with his 
expedition members. 

It is slightly bizarre to reflect that (if what the men told me 
is true), here you had these twelve men, many of whom had been 
through frightful ordeals for months, cut off from civilisation on 
the ice cap, while their leader was exchanging acrimonious mes- 
sages with his subordinate, and keeping it “secret” But of course 
it was no secret Fuchs, apparently, said nothing to his men, even 
though he must have been debating with himself whether or not 
he should call the expedition off at the Pole. But every member of 
the expedition knew all about the row, for they picked it up on the 
BBC. What a touch of the macabre, to think that the men on the 
trail had to receive information about their own welfare from the 
BBC in LondonI 

I wrote in my diary at the time, “This trans-Antarctic ad- 
venture has received lop-sided publicity. I think that if a man like 
Fuchs wants to undertake such an adventure, helped 1^ govern- 
ment funds, its activities should be much more a matter of common 
property. Hillary agrees with me. When I was with Hillary at the 
Pole, Hillary withheld nothing from me, and said, 1 disagree with 
this business of dealing with only one newspaper — ^ask me any 
questions you like.’ ” 

And, as the Daily Telegraph said on January ii, “The Amer- 
icans (in Antarctica) are willing to help Dr. Fuchs and have 
offered to fly him from the Pole. But they are puzzled by his ap- 
parent secrecy. Although he uses their South Pole facilities to rday 
masages to Scott Base, he is passing them in code and is even 
rductant to give the Americans his position <x possible date of 
arrival at the Pole.” 

As this quanel gained publicity around the middle of January, 
how was Fuchs — dogged, determined Fuchs — ^prt^essing? By Jan- 
uary lo, he had reached a point 230 miles from the Pole, after 
repeated setbacks which had tried him sorely. He had finally set 
off for the Pole from Sooth Ice on Christmas Day, and hoped the 
joum^ would take seventeen days. Fuchs had sent one message 
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some days previously announcing that because he was three wedcs 
behind his original planned timing, “We shall be attempting long 
daily runs to catch up as much as possible. But the daily mileage 
will be controlled by the time needed for glaciological work and 
the seismic sounding of the ice depth.” 

All the same, once South Ice was behind him, Fuchs made 
extremely good time. He did not reach the Pole on the date he 
had hoped (he was three days late) but his journey was remarkable, 
and much more difficult than Hillary’s “jaunt,” for while Hillary 
was travelling light, Fuchs stiU had four Sno-Cats, three Weasels, 
and one Muskeg (later abandoned). These vehicles and their 
sledges were carrying thirty tons, of which twenty-one tons were 
gasoline. Ken Blaiklock and Jon Stephenson, in charge of the two 
dog teams (to be abandoned at the Pole) traveled ahead of the 
main party to mark danger areas directly in Fuchs’ path. 

During this journey, and during the unfortunate diflFerences 
of opinion, there was one bright spot John Lewis, of the RAF, 
finally managed to get his Otter plane to Scott Base. He had, as I 
have recounted, tried once before but had been forced to return 
to South Ice owing to bad weather. Now he achieved his ambition, 
a remarkable one, unhappily almost unnoticed during the flurry of 
undiplomatic exchanges between the better-known character of 
the expedition. It was the first single-engined aircraft to cross the 
Antarctic continent 

While John was waiting at South Ice in bad weather for the 
Americans to fly in fuel, there was one small hut almost covered 
with snow. He and his crew of three — ^Flight Lieutenant Gordon 
Haslop, a New Zealand^, and Sergeants Peter Weston and Kill's 
Williams of Britain— had to live in the hut for a week. The gaso- 
line arrived. The Americans flew in five drums of fud from Ells- 
worth Base in a Dakota. Then Lewis had to sit out the same 
whiteouts that were slowing up Buimy Fuchs on the trail. 

On January 6, the weather deared, and at 11:52 a.m. the party 
of four set off from South Ice. Two hours later, they dipped their 
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wings over Dr. Fuchs, on the trail below. They saw the South Pole 
Station, though ice crystals formed a bad haze, at 4:28 p.m. and flew 
directly over the station. This time the weather was good all the 
way. Lewis told me that though there was doud over the Pole 
plateau, he was always able to get above it, and the leg down the 
Beardmore Glader was made in wonderful weather, with the winds 
helping the tiny single-engined aircraft all the way home. He 
landed at Scott Base at 10:49 ™ sunlight, having taken 

10 hours 57 minutes for the 1,250 miles air distance from South 
Ice. His remarkable flight received almost no public acclaim, but 
as The Times said, “It was a brave journey; and it stands amoi^ 
the many brave journeys which now interlace Antarctica.” 

As the days passed, Fuchs made better and better time and 
soon I had to decide whether or not to fly up to the Pole again (if 
it were possible) to greet him. From the purdy personal point of 
view, I was not particularly anxious to make the trip. The weather 
was bad, the flying conditions were getting woree day by day, and 
quite apart from any small risk involved in the actual flights, I was 
worried by the possibflity that once there, I might have to spend 
many wedcs at the Pole and not be able to get out 

My colleagues, who had by now started to catch up with me, 
were much of die same mind. I talked the matter over with Merle 
Macbain; the position was simple. If nobody particularly wanted to 
go, why go? We could have a voice conference with Fuchs when 
he reached the Pole, and the resultant dispatches would reach 
London much more quickly if filed from McMurdo. On the other 
hand, if one went, all went. 

Jack Coley, in cdiarge of all flying, said the weather was “lousy” 
and he didn’t want to risk his neck. But we reckoned without the 
Admiral, who had twice been “in the drink” in Antarctica, and 
had managed to live despite several hair-raising aircraft accidents. 

On the evening of January 16, he held a cocktail party^ 
whisky and snow or gin and snow, take your pick — ^in the Ad- 
miral’s hut Hillary came along. We all had a few diiiflcs, not many. 
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but enough to make us a little more cheerful than usual, and sud- 
denly found we had missed the camp dinner, served each evening at 
the ungodly hour of 5:30 p.m. 

Admiral Dufek, who normally queued for his meals, asked the 
cookhouse to fill a large pan with spaghetti and meat balls, and this 
was brought over. We ate it ofE cardboard plates, and drank beer 
or cojffee with it. 

As the meal ended. Admiral Dufek suddenly rose, and holding 
his cup in the air, cried, “Gentlemen — ^to Ed and Bunny! And 
come along, gentlemen! Let’s all fly up to the Pole — ^tomorrow if 
the weather’s good — and see Bunny in.” 

That was that. The weather — ^there are some who might add, 
unfortunately — ^was good. Or good enough. 

“Would Ed Hillary come?” 

“Of course you’ll come!” said Dufek, and that was also that. 

We finished our scratch meal, grabbed another free drink 
each (by now alcohol was becoming very scarce at McMurdo) and 
went to our huts to pack. Hillary and Griffith Pugh, the Everest 
physiologist who was living in a tent near Scott Base, returned for 
their survival equipment. Very early the next morning, loaded like 
cattle on the floors of two Neptunes, we set off once again for the 
Pole. 

On a beautiful suimy January morning we sighted the ring of 
drums. Admiral Dufek was in the other plane, and he radioed us to 
follow him; we would fly out over the cap and try and find Fuchs. 
We found him, thirty miles or so from the Pole. Our Neptune 
circled low, following the Admiral’^ and we flew down to a hundred 
feet over tiie tiny sttagjg^fing band of men and their vehicles. 

The Admiral talked to him and Fuchs made it quite dear 
once again that he woifld posh on from the Pole to Depot 700. 
When adced if there was anything file Americans could do to hdp, 
he answered, ‘^t would be very nice if we could have a shower, and 
I would appreciate being able to stay two or three days for a 
thorough overhaul of my vehides. And then s traight on to finigh 
the job.” 
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We waved au revoir and turned around. Soon I was back at 
the Pole again with old friends; the two Neptunes flew off as 
Vernon Houk, debonair and cheerful as ever, came out to greet 
me. So did Mogy. That afternoon we all started into real hard work 
— ^and never was it performed with more genuine pleasure: digging 
snow so that there would be enough hot water for Bunny's showers 
when he arrived. They certainly needed them. 



1 1 . Dr. Vivian Fuchs Arrives at the South Pole 


At 1:15 on the afternoon of Monday, January 20, Bunny Fuchs 
led his Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition into the South 
Pole base. Flags fl5dng, his leading tractor, Rodk 'n Roll, ground 
to a halt, Fuchs jumped out, Hillary strode forward to meet him, 
and Fuchs said, “It’s damn good to see you, Ed.” Then he turned 
to Admiral Dufek, and commented, “It’s a long way from our 
meeting in Paris, Admiral.” 

Behind Fuchs, the Sno-Cats slowly caught up and stopped in 
the snow, almost at the edge of the Polar base. The two yelping 
dog teams, with their drivers crying instructions, came alongside, 
and the huskies flopped in the snow. 

It was a glorious morning, cold hut sunny, as the caravan 
spilled out its grimy, tired men who had been driving the tractors 
almost daily since they left Shackleton Base on November 24. 

For without doubt this first half of the joum^ was ^ far 
the most gmeHing. Tractor trouble had caused delay after dday, 
particularly before South Ice which could, without any exaggera- 
tion, be called the worst terrain in the world. 

As Fuchs said, “It is difficult to convey our practical problems 
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and ihe almost incessant feeling of frustration, our movements 
restricted by weather or terrain or need to repair vehicles.” 

For eight weeks they had been travelling, sometimes at speeds 
of a mile or less an hour. Already the ^pedition had had to aban- 
don four out of the nine vehicles with which they started out from 
Shackleton. Yet^ throughout, Fuchs had kept stolidly on with his 
scientific work, 

This was my first meeting with Fuchs and, as one might have 
expected, he was a tremendously impressive man, wearing bright 
red moccasins, a blue parka, a white roll-top sweater and a black 
peaked cap. He had no gloves over his blackened and calloused 
hands. His fine blond beard, streaked with grey, came neatly and 
naturally to a dean point A very handsome man; he reminded me 
every inch of the captain of a ship. He said to Hillary, “I’ve a lot 
to talk to you about” but then, as Dufek led him into the base 
with Vernon and Mogy, Hillary went off to see his great dhum 
George Lowe, tlie New Zealand member of the Fuchs team, who 
arrived wearing an enormous straw hat. 

As with Hillary’s arrival, there was a big wdcoming commit- 
tee. Everything had to be done several times “for the record”: 
shaking hands, dose-ups of Hillary and Fuchs, of the two explorers 
with the Admiral. Even the poor dogs had to be put into action 
again for the cameras. 

We had first sighted the expedition soon afto’ breakfast, and, 
after some hesitation, had dedded to go out to meet them. We 
ri^ed up two Weasels, each pulling a sled, and crowded aboard. 
Off we went through fairly soft snow in a straight line towanls the 
dots on the horizon. But thq? were much farther off than we real- 
ised. And also, Mogy, the sdentific leader, had asked Fuchs to come 
in along a special rout^ carefully Sagged to show the way along 
the last five miles into the Pole; this route was marked so that 
vdiicdes did not cross patches of terrain where scientific observa- 
tions were being made. But this caused some delay, for Fuchs 
apparently picked up the wrong flag and had to change course. 
Admiral Dufdk (to say nothing of tiie rest of us) was gettii^ a little 
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short-tempered with the cold which started biting into us after 
waiting for an hour. 

So we all decided to go hack, a complete anticlimax. We 
turned the Weasels round, and had an impromptu race back to the 
Pole, for miles across the snow. There we took ofiE all our heavy 
clothing and made a beeline for the cofiEee pots. It was as well we 
did, for Fuchs took another three hours to reach us. 

What good hosts the Americans make! Neither Fuchs nor 
Hillary wished to inconvenience the Pole, and indeed both had to 
be persuaded to accept warm beds after their gruelling weeks on the 
trail; Fuchs, almost the moment he arrived, asked ‘Where shall we 
pitch our tents?” But the Americans insisted. As soon as Houk 
knew that Fuchs needed a couple of days for repair work (which 
in theory Fuchs could have done with his portable equipment in 
the open) the Pole team cleared out their entire garage. AH ma- 
chines were taken into the open air, where incongruoudy they were 
left with their engines chu^ing away for three days to keep them 
warm! The garage empty, mechanics arranged in proper order 
aH necessary equipment so that Fuchs’ engineers could start work 
when they wanted. 

We planned to leave the Pole within a few hours of Fuchs' 
arrival, to get photos of the meeting out of McMurdo. So that 
morning we cleaned up our hut, put in a new supply of beer (keep- 
ing it the ground so that it would be unfrozen for the guests) 
and carted in extra beds for the team who used it for a couple of 
days. Since there Was a great batdi of mail awaiting Fudis, Vernon 
emptied one of the deq>ing bunks of all personal l^longings, and 
turned friis over to the docfrH as his private “cfee” fra: the stay 
at the Pole. 

Togetho' Fuchs and Hillary h»l now conqiKred a continent 
of ice. First Hillary had reached the Pole frran Scott Base. Now 
Fuchs had made it frran Shaddetxm Base. Bdween thran they had 
covered more frian 2,000 miles across frozrai Antarctica. 

The cameras clicked fra: the last rinw and, as X>a^ led Fuchs 
towards warmth and comfort^ Fudis looked at aQ of us, and said. 
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‘^We never expected so many pojple— this is hardly fair, you 
know!” 

Inside the base, cables of congratulations were awaiting Fuchs, 
to signify his first major achievement— the covering of 930 desper- 
ately difiEcult miles since leaving his headquarters at Shackleton 
Base. It had taken much longer than was planned, but they were 
across the worst part of the continent. No wonder the London 
e3q)edition headquarters cabled him “Warmest congratulations on 
reaching Pole. The endurance shown and progress already made 
over difficult and hitherto unexplored country strengthens still 
further the confidence we continue to have in you and your party.” 

Fuchs sent a cable to the Queen, reading; ‘Today the Com- 
monwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition reached the South Pole 
after travelling 930 miles from Shackleton Base. We -are in good 
health and we look forward to departii^ in two days’ time for the 
last stretch of our journey to Scott Base.” 

Soon a reply came from the Queen, “My husband and I send 
our warm congratulations to all members of the Commonwealth 
Trans-Antarctic party, and our best wishes for the next stage of your 
journey to Scott Base.” 

And to me, as we washed our hands in the Pole tofle^ Fuchs 
said just this: “I'm on top of my form.” 

Once again, in dose quarters, I found mysdf immensely im- 
pressed with the quiet effidency of this man with pale blue eyes, 
ruddy complexion, and reddish blond beard, who behaved like the 
complete master of the expedition, not aggressive in any way, but 
quite definitdy the boss. I remembered what Dufek had told me 
when we were discussing the two men, ‘Wait till you see Fuchs, 
Nod. He’s a man in a million.” The entire American station was 
enormously impressed with him and the intell^enoe and calmness 
with which he handled the questions of newspaper reporters, srane 
of whom, as might be imagined, were anxious to discover the de- 
tails of any rift between Fuchs and Hillary. He replied to every 
question quietly and in detail. He did not shirk any issue. He ad- 
mitted being bdiind, but quietly emphasized, time and ^ain, that 
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if he did not reach Scott Base before winter, “Wdl, that's just too 
bad — ^it^s a risk we must take.” 

There was so much to do it was hard to know where to begin. 
Lunch was overdue, but who could eat anything before looking 
through the great batch of mail from home, their first letters since 
November? One man received a picture of two beautiful girls 
across which was written, ‘Tou are always in our thoughts.” But 
George Lowe, who was with Hillary on Everest, received the 
toughest letter. On top of his pile of mail was an envelope severely 
embossed “OBEMS.” It was his income tax demand. It had been 
sent to London, to Shackleton, taken by the expedition’s Otter 
plane to Scott, flown by the Americans to the Pole. It certainly 
gave Lowe an added reason for trying to get out of Antarctica be- 
fore winter set in, for March 7 was the last day for the income 
tax. 

“We need a secretary for all this!” cried one man. But there 
was a note of sadness too. Among the letteis was one for Dr. 
George Rogers, the physiolc^ist, feom his wife, telling hinn his 
father had died. But then to lunch — cheeseburgers. At the end of 
the lunch. Dr. Fuchs was presented with a large specially cooked 
‘'birthday cake,” with the expedition’s route traced in red icing 
sugar against a map of Antarctica. 

So they were here. And now — what next? What were the perils 
ahead on the last great stage of the adventure;, the Pole to Scott 
Base? 

As far as tenain was amcemed, Fuchs was now definitely 
“over the hump,” but he had before him instead an even more 
diabolical enemy, the steadily worsening weather with its lowering 
temperatures. Fuchs was, by the time he reached the Pol^ almost 
four weds and 700 miles behind the schedule he had originally 
planned. It would, as I rqjorted at the time, be quite wrong to 
surest that in pushup on he fac»} any imminent danger. With 
the modem air rescue operations on hand, danger was not the most 
important factor; rather was it the need fi>r determination and 
grit. It would have been quite possible for Fuchs to become snow- 
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bound for a long winter period, even, say, in the middle of the Skel- 
ton Glacier. In fact he could have stayed there an entire winter, a 
formidable test of endurance, but he would nevertheless be in no 
serious danger, since he could always be supplied by parachute. 

Fuchs now faced a journey divided into two parts: From the 
Pole to Depot 700, alone; from Depot 700 down the Skelton, to 
Scott; accompanied by Hillary. 

The first of these would, I reflected, be the easier — 500 miles 
across the Polar plateau. It was true that Hillary had found some 
going very slow because of deep snow, but this would not affect 
Fuchs so much because the Sno-Cats were much more suitable 
for soft snow than Hillary’s Fergusons. Depot 700 could weU be the 
critical point of the whole trip — more critical than the Pole. If 
Fuchs could make 700 in g<x)d time, all well and good. But if he 
were subjected to more harassing delays like those on the way to 
the Pole, he might arrive at 700 too late to be guaranteed air sup- 
port The Skelton Glacier was a very tough problem, even with 
Hillary to lead the Sno-Cats down a marked trail that Hfllaty knew 
by heart For now the weather would play an increasingly vital part 
in the fortunes of the expedition. The general belief at the Pole 
(later happily to be confounded) was that Fuchs could almost 
certainly not reach Scott Base before the Antarctic winter set in 
early in March. This anxiety was shared privately by some of the 
expedition members. When one of them said how good it would 
be to spend two days at the Pole; I remarked that with the heavy 
prc^ram of vehicle maintenance, he would prolwbly have to stay 
three. He looked thoroughly alarmed and said, “But God! We 
can’t afford even one more day if we’re to get out in timel” 

Hillary was, of course, still prepared to fly out and meet Fuchs 
at joo. He said so to me again the day before Fuchs arrived at the 
Pol^ but he also repeated his previous warnings that it wm very 
difficult to fly anybody out from the altitude of 700 so late in the 
season. In deciding to go on from the Pol^ Fuchs had to hoe ihe 
slight possibility that the weather could be so bad Hillary would 
be unable to fly out to meet him at Depot yoo, simply because a 
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plane could not land, or even if it could land, could not take off 
again. Fuchs would then have to make up his mind whether or not 
to try and descend the Skelton Glacier without Hillary’s help. 

By now every day was indeed counting, as the expedition 
member had said. It was a race between Fuchs and the weather. 

“And what do you think of the chances?” I asked Fuchs that 
afternoon. 

“I see no reason why we shouldn’t, with reasonable luck, reach 
Scott Base by the first week in March, We are leaving the dogs at 
the Pole (they were later flown out by the Americans) and that 
will mean we shall no longer be limited to the maximum of 30 
miles a day which is the limit dogs can travd each day.” 

He emphasised that the expedition “would certainly continue 
the work in accordance with our scientific program.” 

“We came here,” he added, “with the idea of doing scientific 
work — ^the aspect of adventure is only secondary. It would be quite 
fruitless merely going from A to B and doing nothing but make the 
journey.” 

“The route from here to Scott Base should be much easier,” 
explained Fuchs, “now that we have depots and Hillary’s assistance. 
We plan to drop one Weasel on the way if necessary. We have 
already abandoned three vehicles. People have suggested it would 
be easier to split our trip, but I ask tbc^ who make that suggestion 
if they are prepared to pay for it. Hillary’s su^estion that we stop 
at the Pole was merely a su^estion — not an aigument — ^and I 
didn’t accept it As far as Hillary’s dash to the Pole is concerned, it 
did not interfere with us, so good luck to him. I have not yet had 
the chance of a good talk with Ed.” 

What about the arrangements fm the iMst section of the trip? 

“WeB, I am quite satisfied that we can get to Depot 700 
without any extra fud.” 

There was the little matter of Depot 800, which Hillaiy mig ht 
have formed for Fuchs. 

“Yes, we would perha|» have liked an extra depot at 8001, but 
I am quite satisfied with what has been done.” 
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Hillaiy sat next to Fuchs at lunch, and imm^iately afterwards, 
Fuchs returned to his “office.” The two men did not have a serious 
talk together for at least five hours after Fuchs’ arrival. There was 
something very pathetic about the whole business. Only a short 
time ago at the Pole I had witnessed the excitement of Hillary’s 
arrival, the moment when that great lumbering giant with his 
tousled hair had grinned from his tractor and strode into the camp. 
The spotlight of the world's attention had ffiUen on him as Fuchs 
fought his way towards South Ice. Now it was all changed. Fuchs 
was the man of the moment, not only for his achievement but 
because already the world was divided in its opinion of Hillary's 
dash. While Fuchs quietly took himsdf off to work or read letters 
or sleep, poor Hillary, yesterday’s hero, mooched around the camp 
lookii^ slightly forlorn and bewildered. It wasn’t until after five 
o’clock— during which time Fuchs and Hillary had had no private 
conversation — ^that Hillary popped his tousled head round the door 
of my hut and asked plaintively: “Anybody seen Fuchs?” 

While Fuchs and Hillary were having their little chat, I spent 
all the time possible with the expedition members, piecing tr^ether 
the days they had passed on the trail; what it was like for londy 
men to push forward inch by inch, day by day, for almost two 
months across the world’s most hostile land. 

From Fuchs himself I had already heard of the events that 
led to the delay. 

“CJontributing factoK,” he said, “were that we originally 
planned to start on September i with a routeproving trp, Init 
were late due to bad weather. We are now three weeks bdhind 
schedule. We can’t blame oursdves for the delay, as we had to 
make a safe route. From now on we shall go quicker because we 
sbaH take seismic soundings at longer intervals — probably every 
forty miles instead of every thirty.” 

Geoffrey Pratt, the seismolc^t, said that a sounding only 25 
miles from the Pole showal that the land — as apart from the ice 
covering — ^was 5,000 feet above sea level, compared with only 800 
feet of solid land above sea level at the Pole. It was strange to think 
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that beneath the utterly flat expanse of ice and snow on which we 
were standing, there were in fact violent peaks, deep valleys, lakes 
and submerged rivers in a continent hidden from man’s ^es for 
countless centuries, 

Geofeiey Pratt was a blond ^nt, almost 33 years old, un- 
married, and sporting a fine golden beard. He shared a tent and 
tractor duties on the trail with a dark-bearded South African of 30, 
Hannes La Grange from Pretoria. Hannes helped Pratt with his 
seismic work and from these two men, I pieced together a sample 
day on the trail with Fuchs. 

The day began at eight Ajii. when Geoff (if it was his turn) 
got up and prepared breakfast of porridge, cocoa, biscuits, and 
some golden syrup, which was cooked on a small stove in the two- 
man tent and eaten in their sleq)ing bags — both men fully clothed, 
for neither undressed or washed onc^ on the entire trip. Each slept 
in his tent on a ground sheet, then a blanket, and after that a sheep- 
skin. The put their sleeping bags on top of aU this. Hannes carried 
a pillow all the way and two sheets to put in his bag, but Geoff 
didn’t bother with them. “I could never find my way into my 
sleeping bag with all that extra complication.” 

While Hannes started packing up some of the equipment and 
seeing to the Sno-Cat, Geoff usually prepared a cold snack for 
midday — ^biscuits, Maimite^ cheese, some cold bacon, and biscuit 
sandwiches, together with three flasks of hot cocoa. The picnic 
lunch reatfy, Geoffrey had each mor ning to take his sdsmic shot 
while Hannes packed up the tent. By noon, ffie e3q>edition was 
ready to leave. 

Geoff and Hannes arranged their lives so that the man who 
was cook fm the day also drove tiK tractor which pulled two 
sl^lges. They set off soon after nocm, driving slowly forward when 
possible imtil eight p.m., a break in the middle about three o’clock 
for their cold lunch and hot cocoa. The five vehicles each stopped 
when they wished to. There was no general halt, and since they 
all stopped for a similar length of time, fliey would always catch 
each otha: up. 
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Each evening it took the two of them about ten minutes to 
put up their tent. Then they had an hour's work laying out seismic 
cables ready for the next morning. Then dinner which always — ^“but 
always!” — ^included the standby and the curse of Antarctica; pem- 
mican. Each day they tried different ways to make this utterly taste- 
less food taste of something — adding everything from curry pow- 
der, dehydrated potatoes, to raisins and even cocoa! But no man 
has yet discovered a way of making pemmican taste pleasant 
“It tastes of nothing!” said Hannes. 

“Rather horrible, whatever you do,” said Geoff, adding, “And, 
unfortunately, pemmican has a smell which eventually comes out 
in a man himself if he keeps on eating it” 

Dinner was never more than one course, with coffee or tea 
and the inevitable biscuits. This couple had a radio in their Sno- 
Cat, so they could, if they wished, even get the BBC from home. 
But, like all the others, they found that by the end of the day they 
were so fagged they hardly bothered listening in. The only time 
the news was really listened to was during the Fuchs-Hfllary row — 
and what they heard on the radio was all they knew about it 
But it was difficult to talk too much to the boys, for most of 
them — ^though they would never have admitted it — ^were almost 
dropping with fatigue. I often wonder, now it is all over, whether 
they could really have made the second half of the journey without 
those unasked-for but accepted three daj^ of warmth and good food 
and companionship at the Pole. 

Griff Pugh, the physiologist who had been on Everest with 
Hillary, told me bluntly, “They are on the point of exhaustion.” 
Pugh, who had been sent to Antarctica by the British Medical 
Research Council added: 

“I shall tell Fuchs that his men require at least twenty-four 
hours in bed. Then they will be as fit as possible in this climate. 
But without sudi a rest, Fuchs is not going to get enough out of 
them when they take to the trail again.” 

The work of physiologists like Pugh, a blond giant with wavy 
hair and a passion for skiing was of great importance but it also 
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had its amusing side. He took his work very seriously, his main job 
being to test scientifically the effects of the arduous trail life on the 
constitutions of the expedition members. One of the important 
ways to determine this exactly was to take samples of the urine 
from all the men, so that as the team approached, and the moment 
of Fuchs' glory appeared at hand, we were treated to the spectacle 
of Griff Pugh dartii^ around with plastic bottles, each carefully 
labelled with a man's name, and with a space for the exact time 
when the sample would be made available. 

Because the first drink and first meal would radically change 
the basic constitution of the men. Griff darted around b^ging 
the men not to go to the toilet without their little bottles, and 
then b^ging them not to touch a drop of food or drink until the 
bottles had been used. Since he also had to take temperatures and 
blood tests before any food or drink was absorbed into the body, 
the sightly bewildered Fuchs team had a pretty rough time of it — 
when all they were thinking about, with slavering lips, was their 
first good meal for two months or more. The Pole dining room, 
with its line of bottles and phials of blood, looked like a dispensary 
until Chet Segers, the cook, asked rather plaintively, “Can I please 
start to set the table!” 

The Pole was so crowded during the stay of Fuchs and the 
Admiral's party that we had to eat our meals in two sittings. Really, 
quite a busy little place! From my first visit, when I had been the 
only reporter at the Pol^ the press craps had now grown to sk, 
indndiiig a Times photographer, Stuart Heydinger, who had even 
brotght hk own portable photoradio t ransmitK-ng machine, in the 
hope that he would be the first man in the world to transmit a 
radio photo directly firoan the Pofe. It was an ingenious machine 
which plugged into any suitable radio transmitting station, and 
when I asked him why he had come so far so late, and why — in 
view of The Times’s interest in the Fuchs expedition— he had not 
reached Antarctica earlier, in time to greet Hillaiy at the Pole, he 
answered, witih his tongue in his “Old boy. The Times 
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didn’t know anybody could get to the Pole. Thqr only decided to 
send me when they read you were here!" 

Heydinger had bad luck, and failed in his dream. He took 
magnificent photographs of Fuchs’ arrival— far and away the best 
taken — ^and what is more, he also brought his own portable devel- 
oping kit, and had them ready to transmit in a few minutes. But 
somehow he could not get a radio link out of the Pole, even thou^ 
we were able to get cables out It was bad luck. 

We did not have much time at the Pole with Fuchs; the small 
base was so crowded we had to get out quickly in order to give out 
beds to the expedition members. And quite right, too. But again 
I must say how impressed I was with Fuchs, who fitted in perfectly 
into the camp. With his innate good manners and charm, he was 
liked instantly. Vernon and Mogy made no seaet of their admira- 
tion for the man; and of course by now the details of the row had 
reached the Pole, and the opinion of the Pole base members was 
all in favor of Fuchs. And they noticed, as everybody did, the way 
Hillary and Fuchs appeared ill at ease in each other’s company; or 
at least, in the rare occasions when they were together, not ebullient 
in their friendship. 

As for myself, I was too busy to be concerned, even though I 
noticed. I wanted to use these last hours at the Pole to Ining into 
sharp focus some of the results of the scientific work, and the way 
in which Fuchs’ work was being integrated with those of other 
scientists. In a book of this sort, written by a layman, one is always 
tempted to dwell on the adventurous aspect of such an expedition 
rather than the scientific achievements which, also, are sometimes 
difiElcult to translate into ordinary language. 

But what Fuchs had done— and was doing-^d what &e 
other scientists had done— and were doing— was just as ^sdnating 
in its way as the story of life on the trail. 
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Fuchs' scientific work formed but one part of the scientific ex- 
plorations taking place aaoss the entire continent and by scientists 
of ten nations. Fuchs' arrival at the Pole meant that he had already 
done work of an invaluable nature, in crossing from the Weddell 
Sea to the South Pole, over land never trodden before. As though 
he were a cartc^rapher, he and Pratt had built up the first picture 
ever recorded of the “up and down” shape of Antarctica. But it 
was stiD only a section of the scientific jig-saw puzzle which the 
world's sdentisis were trying to pkce together. 

Perhaps the most colorful (but rrot necessarily the most im- 
portant) discovery, shared by the Pole team, scientists at litde 
America, and doctors working with Fuchs, was that prehistoric 
man roaming Antarctica cxMintkss years ago probably had the same 
colds, headaches, and rheumatism as we do, fm they found proof 
that bacteria existed in the dim past-^>ugs the same as we have in 
our bcxlies today, some for good, some far evfl. This discovery con- 
founded experts who had believed Antarctica to be bacteria-free. 
Indeed, we at McMurdo bdieved this to be sc^ and believed it to 
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be the reason for our immunity to disease, from which we were 
virtually free in Antarctica the entire duration of my stay. 

But then scientists on the trail and dsewhere began finding 
the first hints that there had been bacteria in Antarctica. The final 
proof came when a doctor found traces of bacteria in the South 
Pole snow-mine, which Fuchs went to inspect With two sterilized 
picks, wrapped in polythene, the scientist descended ninety feet 
into the mine (which put the age of the ice at up to 3,000 years) 
and then dug out samples of the ice, placing them in sterilized 
containers. The ice contained bacteria. Immediately tests were 
made in other parts of Antarctica and the same results discovered. 

It will take some time before the findings are analysed, but 
traces of bacteria were there, though present-day Antarctica is 
virtually bacteria-free. It is possible that bacteria existed many 
thousands of years ago, but disappeared — or were buried — ^when 
the ice closed in. This theory was advanced bwause of the difficulty 
of healing open wounds in Antarctica. At the Pole I cut my hand, 
not very seriously, but in two different places, so I underwent a 
“healing test." One wound was covered with plaster. It healed in 
six days; but the other was treated, yet still left open. It refused to 
heal until it was covered, due to my low skin temperature and the 
consequent reduced flow of blood in the fingers — ^but also due, 
it was thought, to the lack of bacteria that help in healing. 

Griff Pugh, who was taking body tests on the Fuchs team, was 
also working with another physiologist. Major James Adams of the 
Royal Army Medical Corps, on human guinea pigs attached to 
Hillary’s rear base at Scott The doctors had devised fascinatir^ 
devices for men to wear while working, in order to test the stresses 
on the human frame of men working in cold weather. These two 
dcxtors, Pu^, aged forty-seven, and Adams, just ten years youn^, 
refused all efforts to five in the comfortable quarters of either 
Scott cm: McMurdo, but pitched their tent in the cold of the snow- 
bound pa^ that lined our two camj^. It was a common si^t to see 
Griff Pugh or Jim Adams out in the snow as I walked from one 
base to another. Nafrtrally, on his visit to the Pole to see Fuchs or 
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his t^m members, Pugh slept m a hut. He didn’t want to, but 
aircraft spa<» was so limited he ODuld not cany tents as well as all 
his instruments and paraphernalia. 

But in their own tent near Scotty each British doctor wore a 
suit of wire underclothes which was plugged into various instru- 
ments to determine the amount of energy they used. They — ^and 
any other men they could rope in — ^wore the suits for 24 hours at a 
stretch, the instruments being carried in specially-constructed 
pockets. By wearing the underclothes at night as well as during the 
day, they could measure the amount of energy a man stored up 
for the next day while sleeping in cold conditions, and their find- 
ings will eventually have decisive influence not only on the amount 
of energy required by any future cold weather explorers, but on our 
militaiy machines, and such vital factors as the correct clothing 
for high-altitude flying or cold-weather land fighting. To make their 
findings more accurate, Pugh and Adams also experimented with 
the amounts of oxygen men used in cold-weather climates. Men 
chosen for the experiments wore special packs on their backs which 
measured oxygen consumption. 

Though Hillary was unconcerned with scientific achievement, 
and blithely trotted towards the Pole with slight carbon monoxide 
poisoning, quite unaware of the stresses the cold weather was im- 
posing on him. Dr. Fuchs and his team made the most careful 
scientific observations of the effects of cold on men. The expalition 
doctor was then able to pi«ent these to Griffith Pr^h at the Pole 
so that, after be had taken his various tests, he could build up a 
picture of the cumulative effects of low temperatures, much more 
important than the effects of an isolated foray into cold weather. 

Then Pu^ was able to put Fudis’ carefully documented 
knowledge gainst experiments of another kind carried out at the 
Pole, where two men were sent out on the coldest day ever recorded 
in the world’s history — ^minus 102 d^ees — to see what would hap- 
pen to them. With their faces covered by a parka that came ri^t 
out in front of them, fte two men manage to stay outside for 
three hours. Each one wore twenty-six pounds of dothes. The rub- 
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ber thermo-boots of one man froze in the first five minutes. The 
canvas mukluks of the other did not freeze for over an hour. By 
the end of the e 3 q>eriment their body temperature had dropped one 
degree and each man had lost two pounds weight due to dehydra- 
tion. After they had been undressed (their hands were too numb 
to do it themselves), both complained of dizginsss and sickness 
but; even so, their experiment proved that properly clothed men 
can stand extreme cold for limited periods better than machines, 
and even better than the clothes they stand up in. 

(I also, in a very minor manner, experimented on the differ- 
ence between mukluks and thermo-boots, wearing each in turn on 
different da3rs for half an hour at minus sixty. The thermo-boots, 
invented by the U.S. armed force, could be worn without socks, 
and kept my feet perfectly warm, but, because of the rubber casing, 
caused heavy sweating, most unpleasant in a country with such 
limited washing facilities. The mukluks, the same as worn by Scott, 
were much better with four pairs of socks. They kept my feet warm, 
and though the two outer pairs of socks were weiv the inner pairs 
were dry, and so were my feet) 

While men proved th^ could withstand extreme tempera- 
tures, all experience showed that the real limit for using machines 
effectively was minus fifty. After that the oil refused to flow and 
unknown stresses (as Fuchs was to discover just before Depot 700) 
affected metals in curious ways. I saw an astonishing thii^ happen 
at one camp, when the solid sted track frame of a bulldozer, four- 
teen feet long and weighing a ton, snapped like a piece of glass 
when bulldozing snow at minus forty-seven d^rees. (At McMurdo 
there was another hazard to machines, for during the summer tl^ 
volcanic dust mixed with slush and formed a natural grinding 
compound that quiddy ruined all moving parts of engines.) 

Aircraft, particularly, were subject to strains that grounded 
them when men could carry on at extremely low temperatures, one 
of the main problems being the droplets that formed through con- 
densation in the air spac» of the petrol tanks. These would freeze 
and dog the fuel lines like a mass of tiny ball bearings. 
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As Fuchs made his way from South Ice, he also took the most 
careful weather observations, and here again his expedition played 
a part that no other men could play in building up the first com- 
plete picture of weather in Antarctica. The Americans, it is true, 
had dotted the continent with weather stations and most k^enious 
instruments called “grasshoppers,” but their value was in giving 
current weather data, rather than studying weather conditions in 
order to find a general pattern. 

The “grasshopper,” as Dufek describes it, was "an interesting 
piece of equipment provided by the Naval Research Laboratory 
. . . that can be parachuted from an aircraft. When installed on 
an airaaft it resembles a bomb. Upon landing a device is auto- 
matically released which causes the legs of the apparatus to extend 
like a grasshopper’s. Then it b^[ins to chirp like a cricket while its 
antenna extends into the air. Soon, by its own mechanical efforls, 
it stands upright, ready for business. It then records its own read- 
ings of barometric pressure, wind direction, wind force, and tem- 
perature, and transmits this data automatically for distances up to 
800 miles. The 'grasshopper’ can operate for six weeks without 
servicing.” 

In its way the “grasshopper” was one of the most ingenious 
scientific instruments in Antarctica, and an invaluable guide for 
our aircraft, but the scientists wanted more data, for they were 
coiKemed about the possibility of flying commercial airlines across 
the South Pok when exact details hai been discoverol of the winds 
and tempeiatnies in the upper air. 

Fudis, as I say, contributed goeatiy to this, working in an 
nne^qilcued part of Antarctica while otl^ released high altitude 
weather balloons from McMurdc^ little America, the Pole Station. 
Soon a strange and terrifying picture emerged of the air above us, 
moving in apparently predetermined patterns around hidden ob- 
stacle^ for all the world like a stream bnrbliig for centuries along 
the same path, around the same rodrs, yet dowly, with the same 
centuries, changing course as its power wore away the obstacles in 
its path. 
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When Ihe Polar weather research details are finally correlated, 
they will produce what is probably the first direct benefit to man- 
Hnd of the scientific work which Fuchs and others were doing, and 
will wiihout doubt eventually lead to the opening up of a South 
Pole air route as safe as that on which I have flown comfortably 
near the North Pole. Already we had discovered the pattern of polar 
night jet streams, high above the world's most forbidding terrain. 
These air streams travel in gently curving paths 50,000 feet above 
the frozen continent. Between June and October, in the dead of 
the Antarctic night, they move from west to east. One day, without 
doubt, air lines using those winds at the proper times will be able 
to leapfrog over the Antarctic from South America or South Africa 
to Australia or New Zealand. 

The tonperature changes of long summers and wintos — the 
long days and nights — ^were, the scientists discovered, making these 
air masses rotate dose to each other rather like the rollers of a wring- 
ing machine, with the jet stream coming out like a shirt put through 
the wringer, at a speed of 150 miles an hour or more. 

But equally important, though hard to believe, the weather at 
the South Pole has a direct bearing on the weather as far away as 
London or New York or Paris; and therefore, without any doubt, 
accurate knowledge of weather data at the Pole can help the rest 
of the world to know more of their local weather conditions. This 
was a major reason for keeping on the Pole station after the IGY 
had ended. The U.S. Navy's brilliant meteorologist, Coimnancfer 
John Mirabeto (with whom I was to fly out of Antarctka) summed 
it up to me: 

'Tbe Pole station is vital to us in making accurate and in- 
formal weather asessments because much of the world's weather 
hinges on what happens on the Polar plateau and in Antarctica. 
If we don't know what is going on at the Pok, then we cannot know 
what is going on in Antarctica with certamty. And if we don't know 
what is going on in Antarctica, thai we caimot forecast what the 
weather is going to be like with any degree of certainty in Britain 
or America.” 
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Far-fetched? Not at all. Antarctica is the world's largest natural 
refrigerator, containing eighty-four per cent of the world’s ice, and 
naturally, as one scientist explained it to me, “it is the world’s most 
efficient cold air factory.” For the first time, with Fuchs helping 
scientists were proving that the weather at the South Pole has a far 
greater effect on the weather of the rest of the world than mankind 
believe. The Pole, central pivot of an enormous land mass buried 
under shifting ice, is inevitably the hub of atmospheric circulation 
in Ihe southern hemisphere, and the winds and blizzards which we 
encountered did not just vanish into thin air. As John Mirabeto 
said, they affected the weather the whole world over. 

But all this weather data had to be collated, including the 
weather reports from Fuchs. This was an immense task All weather 
information in Antarctica was relayed to a depot called Weather 
Central, situated at Little America, another U.S. Navy station built 
at the other end of the Ross Ice Shelf, about 400 miles from Mc- 
Murdo and about 800 miles from the Pole. Here scientists, living in 
snow-covered huts with leaking tuimels joining th«n, and on ice 
that was moving daily five feet nearer to the open sea, prepared daily 
weather maps covering the entire Antarctic continent, available not 
only to pilots flying to the Pole, but as a permanent record of 
weather trends. 

Thus;, if only to study die weather of the world, the Pole station 
had to be kept running, even after the conclusion of the geophysical 
year. And in this coimection, Fuchs and Hillaiy between tbpn r) may 
have laid the foundaticnis for a great practiral plan to keep the 
Pole going — a highway from the Ross Sea to the Pole itsdf, a possi- 
ble land r<Hite for futore use 1^ American scmntists to obviate both 
ihe immense cost and the ever-|»esent danger of keeping the sta- 
tion supplied by air. HOlary had said when I first met htoi at the 
Pole that he thought it perfectly feasible to have a hi^way to the 
Pole, and now Fuchs confirmed it. 

“It is entirely possible,” he agreed. ‘The Americans have the 
equipment here, the men, the know-how. The ability of tractor ma- 
chinery to operate in extreme temperatures and the altitudes of the 
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Polar plateau has been proved hy Sir Edmund Hillary’s inarch to 
the South Pole, usii^ tractors designed for nothing more compli- 
cated than towing ploughs or pulling carts in farmyards.” 

This is no dream, but what Fuchs was too modest to mention 
was that without his and Hillary’s land jomneys, the Americans 
would be working in an unknown wilderness. Now, despite the sea- 
sonal changes that would make new aevasses, the Commonwealth 
team would in feet have charted and mapped a complete route, for 
one of the most amazing engineering projects ever envisaged — a 
highway the 1,250 miles from McMurdo to the Pole. What is more, 

I am convinced that, solely as a result of the Fuchs expedition, the 
Americans will make that road, for the simple reason (overlooked 
by those who sneer at the "milk run” Polar flights) that the danger 
factor will be considerably less on land than in the air. 

Trigger Hawkes, whom I had met first in Christchurch, and 
to whom all flying was “no strain,” knew about those hazards — 
and about the cost. It is hard to realise it, but one Globemaster 
rrasbing on the Polar run would cost the Americans supplying the 
Pole twice as much as the entire Trans-Antarctic Expedition which 
may one day result in a Polar highway. 

“After all,” said Trigger Hawkes, “you can take a pitcher to 
the well too often. If you fly too often in Antarctica you are bound 
to go down or get into bad trouble sometime. The Globemaster, 
our ninety-ton parachute-supply and troop-carrying plan^ costs 
nearly 3 million dollars. We’ve lost one already. Twenty engines 
on these planes have given out 

“Next we use the Neptune patrol bombers with two recipro- 
cating and two jet engines to assist takeofiE at the Pole. Each plane 
costs about 2 million dollars. Each Jato rocket bottle costs $400 and 
we use srximi each time we take off at the Pole, to get the plane 
up in the rarefied air. We have already lost one Neptnne and the 
four men who few in it 

“The Dakota with its special equipment (the Old Charger) 
costs around 1 million dollars. Each time a pilot takes off he does 
so knowing that he may not have an airfield to land on when he 
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gets back owing to fog or the ice ranway giving out. Furthermore, 
scientific gear is often smashed on impact during jarachute drops 
at the Pole. So, since there is a vital necessity to keep the South 
Pole station open, there is also a vital necessity to open a trail to take 
all or some of the load off the aviators.” 

If this dream ever becomes reality, it will be almost entirely 
due to Fuchs and Hillary. 

And what of the land beneath the air and atmosphere which 
was of such importance to scientists? Here the seismic findings 
of Fuchs were helping to build up a picture of the shape of the 
continent, covered in parts by ice 8,000 feet thick. Though it may 
not melt for millennia to come, what lies underneath is a matter of 
important scientific interest. (Incidentally, if the ice of Antarctica 
did melt, it would increase the height of the sea level at every water- 
side in the world by 200 feet, flooding the world’s cxjastal areas.) 

Fuchs was helping to find out what lay beneath this shroud of 
ice. Antarctica, the land of Antarctica, had usually been regarded 
as the highest continent of the world, up to two miles above sea 
level at its highest point But now we know that the Pole rests on 
land only a few hundred feet above sea level, thanks to the first 
seismic soundings taken by Father Linehan, the Jesuit seismologist 
of Bc^on Collie. Another scientist discovered that Byrd Station, 
which man bdieved to be 5,000 feet above sea levd, was res ting on 

10.000 feet of ice, so that actually Byrd was built over a hollow 

5.000 fed bdow sea levd — ^Le., a frozen lake. Fuchs, almost within 
sight of the Pole itsdf, found solid ground 5,000 feet above sea level 
— ^in efitect a great mountain towering below the small hill of the 
Pole, if one could drip sway the ice. 

Dr. Fuchs’ seismic weak in a part of Antarctica hitherto never 
trodden iy man fitted in p^fectiy witii the studks in pedology and 
geolc^ that were being undbrtaken ly the ofeer nations involved. 
Not only would it permit man to draw up a map of the hidden 
continent, but would hdp the ^ciolc^ists who were trying to de- 
termine one basic unanswered question: whether the ice on the 
Polar Cap is recedii^ or growing. This they were doing by taking 
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samples at diflEerent depths which determined the age of the ice — 
which were then sent regularly to the United States to be examined 
for radioactive forces of oxygen and hydrogen. 

Fuchs was also finding out, in ihe greatest detail possible, how 
men could live in the world’s toughest climate, a climate without 
vegetation, without life, and in the h^her altitudes with a short 
supply of oxygen. It is one step farther to find out how men can 
live in space when, in the very near future, that problem arises. 

Dr. Rogers, of the Fuchs expedition, was investigating some 
fascinating problems. Why was it possible that after three months 
in the cold, a man could pick up a can of nearly boiling water with- 
out burning his fingers? I saw Fudis himself lay his hand on a kettle 
on the hob without apparently feeling it at all. And what gasses 
were there in the breath of a man living at subzero temperatures? 
Dr. Rogers had even managed to send back tins full of breath to be 
analysed. At the same time, Rogers was regularly pinching the dan 
of his colleagues on the trail with special forceps to measure their 
fat layer thickn^s. At times they had to work with special masks 
on their faces. He took regular coloured photc^phs of llieir fingers 
and toes. 

It was not difficult to see the force of Dr. Fuchs’ character after 
I had met him at the Pol^ nor was it difficult to see why he was 
apparently so unconcerned about the possibility of spending an- 
other winter in Antarctica, a prcKpect which dismayed Hillary. 
Fuchs’ complete disr^rd of the passage of any time b^an to take 
on a new perspective when one talked quietly to him about the 
scientific achievement of hfa e3q>edition. 

By the time Fuchs reached the Pole and was fakh^ his first 
shower, much had been discovered. He had already revolutionized 
world knowledge the mineral wealth of Antarctica by chipping 
a lump (rf pure anthracite out of an Antarctic mountain, which 
proved that this ice desert was once tropical jungle. And where 
there is coal from living matter, there could be oil. 

Long before the tenilde foumey captured the world's head- 
lines, the expedition had spent a winter in Antarctica not loafing 
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around in their huts, but pursuing science, when the expedition dug 
a hole fifty feet into the ice. AH the way down the hole they noted 
each season’s layer of snow back over the years, and so made a polar 
weather chart reaching back into history. Along the entire trek 
towards the Pole (and to be continued) members of the e^di- 
tion had taken it in turns to get up every three hours during the 
night and walk through the night to read their weather instruments. 

As The Times rightly said, in a leading article on January 4, 
'The time Dr. Fuchs takes is not of primary importance; his object 
is not the destination but the journey itself; for he is on a voyage of 
discovery, and it is by the extent of the scientific information he 
gathers on the way that the value of the whole expedition ... is 
to be judged. They are all in the Antarctic with die same hope of 
adding to the sum of human knowledge as the researchers of many 
nationalities working for the International Geophysical Year. 

"It is far too early to estimate what may come of the new 
knowledge he and the other explorers will bring home,” added The 
Times. "But many will remember the bold imaginations of Sir 
Raymond Priestley at the British Association in 1956, when he sug- 
gested that some day the Antarctic might be a storehouse for the 
world's surplus food against a day of famine for an ever-increasing 
population; that atomic-powered settlements might be planted on 
the mainland; that the Antarctic gales might be harnessed as an- 
other source of power; and that man may yet find a way to over- 
come the latent heat of ice and add a seventh contiimnt to the six 
1» a]rea(fy has in thralL” 

At the moment when Fuchs was preparing for die second great 
stage of his joum^. Science’s assault on dre Antarctic was reach- 
ing the middle point of the IGY. The work had gone on for nearly 
nine months out of the eighte^ of the “year” and Fudis was only 
one of more than fatty scientific bases in Antarctica. Tire fact that 
his was a movable base made his work aH the more important. 
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Towards the evening of the day when Fuchs arrived at the Pole, 
the time came for me to leave. I half-expected Hillary to stay after 
aH and escort Bunny Fuchs across the plateau, hut no, he decided 
to return with us. A Neptune bomber was flown up for us and 
landed on the strip around tea time. 

We loaded our gear while Jack Coley had a cup of coffee and a 
sandwich and then all moved out to the strip to clamber aboard. 
There was the usual period of waiting— ratho: like saying goodby 
to friends at a railway station — and once ^ain I noticed that 
Fuchs, who had walked out to say farewell, kq>t himsdf apart from 
Hillary. It was not that the two refused to speak to each otlKX — 
Fuchs’ manners wore far too immaculate for any nonsense like that 
— but Hillary stood several yards away talking to one group, while 
Fuchs talked to anoth^. 

This, I felt sure, would be the last time I ever saw the South 
Pole— but it was a near thing getting off, and an expoasive one. 
We all managed to squeeze abcKurd the Nepbine jammed ti^tly on 
the floor, with Jack Col^ at the controls. In the bitter cold we had 
aU said our farewells. The ground crew loaded up the outside of the 
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bdly with sixteen Jato bottles in the racks. Jack Coley maneuvred 
the Neptune, with its scarlet wing tips, to the edge of the runway, 
and then let her go. With the weight and altitude, the old plane 
lumbered along slowly down the runway, gathering very little speed. 
Then Coley pressed the button that fired the Jato bottles — ^sixteen 
of them at $400 each — and a terrific roar shook the plane. She 
gathered speed, but still not enough. Cooped up on the floor I could 
not see a thing. I was next to the navigator, an old friend from 
previous flights who could tell how the Jatos were behaving. He 
crossai his fingers. Then the speed seemed to slacken, and there was 
an unpleasant jerk. We had run into soft snow at the end of the 
runway. Down went the thumbs of the navigator. 

“No go!” he shouted above the engine noise. “Some of the 
bottles didn't fire,” then added from the Iwttom of his hearty “what 
a mucking way to earn a living.” 

Fuchs and Mogy and Vem were still at the edge of the airstrip. 
We taxied back and clambered out. Due to a bad electrical circuit, 
four Jato bottles had not fired. The other twelve had, so bang went 
$4,800. But even with twelve Jato bottles, we did not have enough 
“push” to get off from the deck. 

On the edge of the airstrip, we all decided what to do next 
To Coley’s horror, he discoverai that the entire Jato stock at the 
Pole consisted of ei^t more bottles. Four were left on the aircraft 
{the four that hadn’t fired) so that made twelve — ^the same number 
that had |HOved insufficient to get ns airborne. So, naturally, it was 
<feckfed to send only half the passengers, and obviously Hillary and 
Dufek and Merle Marhain had pride of place. Off th^ went — ^the 
first time I had seen firom the ground the magnificent visual effects 
of Jato bottles being fired against the white snow. 

As we stood (wondering ^en we should ever get off), Coley 
firal the twelve bottles half way down the runway. The whole outside 
of the plane’s beOy was covered with vivid flames. Then the thrust 
of the bottles fore at the snow below. As we watched, the hot 
blast vaporised the snow surffice of the runway and the cold air im- 
mediatdy condensed the vapour to leave a f<^ curtain, white and 
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purple and red, half a mile long behind the aircraft, which was like 
a tiny insect, far into the white desert, with an enormous train, 
like a wedding train, streaming behind. 

But again the Neptune couldn’t take ofiE. Even witi the re- 
duced load the twelve bottles were not enough at that altitude. Bang 
went another $4,800! Again the Neptune turned round, but now 
she was stuck in deep snow, having overshot the runway again, and 
she had the devil of a job to get back on to the runway. 

This was becoming slightly ridiculous, with all of us, including 
Fuchs and several members of his team, standing on the edge of the 
ice runway. But this time there was nothing to be done. No Jato 
left. We all tramped back to the Pole, to see the friends to whom 
we had said good-by. There we called up McMurdo on the radio, 
and did the only thing possible — ^arranged for another aircraft to fly 
up with a stock of Jatos sufficient for both planes to take offi That 
meant a wait of at least seven hours, including the time to prepare 
the aircraft at McMurdo and assemble the crew. Nothing to do but 
take off all our cold weather clothing, dive for the coffee pots, and 
wait for Chet Segers to cook us some dinner. 

Though this sort of thing was “strictly routine” (to use the 
Navy’s favourite phrase in Antarctica), I could not help reSecting 
that it did not augur well for the air support that Fuchs was ex- 
pecting later on as he approached Depot 700. If an aircraft could 
be stranded because four out of sixteen Jato bottles did not fire, 
how could the Otter or Beaver from Scott Base — pitifully under- 
powered in comparison with the Neptunes — ever hope to take off 
in temperatures that would mc^ certainly be much lower? 

“We’ll be at 700 in a couple of weeks,” said Fuchs confidently, 
but I wondered. 

We finally took off at two in the morning, in tm) planes, each 
using sixteen Jatos, splitting the passenger load so that the take-off 
alone had cost $12,800! But even this was not the aid of onr 
troubles. The first Neptune landed at McMurdo around breakfast 
time, half an hour brfore the one in whkh I was {^ssenger. So 
wickai is the Antarctic weather that when the first Neptune landed 
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the weather was perfect, cloudless. Yet by the time we were over- 
head, the airstrip was blotted out, completely hidden by a thick 
cloud which lay below us like a neat round blob of cotton wool. 
Half a mile from the strip, the camp itself with its orange huts, 
was perfectly visible. Two miles the other way, we could see Scott 
Base. But Scott Base’s airstrip was not long enough for the Neptune 
to land on. It was a most eerie sensation. The doud covered up the 
airstrip, but nothing else. All around was blazing in brilliant sun- 
shine. We made half a dozen runs to try and pierce the cloud, but 
it was no good. There was not a hope of landing. 

There was nothing to do but; after radio consultation with 
base, land on the raw ice of the Sound. Eight miles away, the ice- 
breaker Glacier was resting in a channel she had cut a mile or so 
in from the open sea. It was dedded to land near to her, as the ship 
itself would give us an important indication of height, and the chan- 
nel of almost black water would also act as a guide. 

But firstly, we had to get rid of some excess petrol, for the 
danger of landing on raw ice is that one cannot see clearly the 
depth of any sastnigi or ice build ups. It was better to be on the safe 
side. We droned over the Ross Sea for two hours using up petrol, 
catching occasional glimpses of the world outside from tire window 
in the rear of the cabin. As we did this, McMurdo sent out a stream 
of Weasels to line up, each one fifty yards distance from the next, 
so as to mark a rough airstrip for landing. I caught a glimpse of tire 
fire engines crawling along the ice. The channel of water from the 
Glacier marked the other side of the strip. In actual fact we made a 
perfect landing. No strain at all, to use Trigger Hawkes’s favourite 
expression. But I am the first to admit I did not have much appe- 
tite for breakfast 

Now there was nothing to do but settle down in McMurdo 
and wait for the good doctor — ^and keq) an anxious eye on the 
calendar. The Pole was behind me. We had to make the best job 
of a boring time with almost no work to do, for Fuchs was now in 
direct contact with Scott Base, where The Times representative had 
swift facilities for cabling to New Zealand. There was little we could 
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do to compete with him, as our radio from McMurdo to New York 
worked only twice a day, and if news reached us via Scott Base 
we might have to wait five or six hours before getting it out of 
McMurdo, whereas The Times man could whip it out as quickly 
as he liked. 

We arranged to make a nightly telephone call to Hillaiy at 
Scott Base to be informed of the latest progress, which meant in 
effect that there was really nothing for anybody to do until a 
quarter-past five each evening. 

I read a great deal, mostly during the night, and tried as best 
I could to sleep during the mornings. Even the movie had IcKt its 
thrill. Nobody played a game of bridge, nobody was looking for a 
game of poker. It was very dull and people's tempers b^an to shorten 
as we waited for news. 

The whole of this time was the most trying of my three months 
in Antarctica, but though at times the close proximity in which we 
all lived and the lack of any privacy caused minor quarrels, on the 
whole the men in Antarctica managed to get on well together. 
There were surly members of the fraternity, but one learned to leave 
them alone; and the attitude of the oflEcers to myself and other 
correspondents was so overwhelmingly cooperative as to be almost 
embarrassing. They couldn’t have been more helpful. Not only 
this, the very rigours of Antarctica bound men tc^ether far more 
solidly than if they had been at some naval station back home in 
the United States. In my diary dated December 29, 1 wrote: 

“One can understand that there is no time here for hate among 
the men whom destiny has planted in such unfertile soil. And I 
must say I have found in Antarctica a comradeship I had forgotten 
existed. It did exist when I was in the war, but war brou^t its train 
of beastliness as well. When I needed warmer gloves the other day, 
somebody cheerfully got out of bed at four in the morning to rum- 
mage around and find them for me. On my first ioumey to the 
Pole, I discovered ihat my thamo-boots were too warm for every- 
day camp wear. I immediately found myself with the offer of several 
pairs — ^in a climate whore Ihe loss of a boot means the loss of a life. 
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“Here all must join in the fight for survival and though life in 
Antarctica goes on with a grin, danger and loneliness are the con- 
stant companions of the men who live here. An aircraft nosedives 
on the softening ice of the runway; a helicopter in a whiteout flies 
blindly into ice no pilot can see. A few days ago I saw the priest 
who survived, though badly burned, in this helicopter crash. He 
gave a short and painfully wonderful sermon l3Tng on his stretcher. 
A Weasel goes out across the ice and suddenly the ice cracks and 
five men inside are plunged into the water. That happened receniiy 
too. Four of the men were unable to get out of the death trap.” 

At times we were on the verge of quarrels, but they rarely 
seemed to mature, perhaps because people were afraid of quarrel- 
ling. One of McMurdo’s chaplains. Father John Condit, who had 
wintered over, used to say life was too tough to quarrd. 

“A year down here has made the younger men older and the 
older men younger,” he said. “Hard life puts ten years of maturity 
into the boys. And it subtracts ten from the cynical older men who 
believed they had life all figured out Hiunan values, they discovered, 
were really the essence of everything. Down here you have to find 
something good in a man or it becomes unbearable. You just can’t 
live with someone this closely and keep on hating him. It takes too 
much energy.” 

Back on the trail, Fuchs was plodding along to Dqwt 700, 
but he was going to be in trouble again before he reached it 

With the help of the Pole team, his engineers had overhauled 
lie Sno-Cats for the journey across the plateau in weather that 
would get colder every day. How long would it take to reach 700? 
Hfllaiy’s last words as we left the Pole were, "Wdl, hope to see you 
in a fortnight. Bunny!” And Fuchs did not expect to take any longer 
either. The going prmnised to be good, the machines were in ex- 
cellent condition, and they were more suitable for soft snow than 
Hillary’s Fergusons had been. 

But there were a lot of unknown factors, not only the problem 
of flying in cold weather, but the efects of the cold on the machiiKS 
in which Fuchs was travelling. Illness. Breakdowns. Crevasses. A 
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thousand things could happen. Some of them did. And very soon 
too. 

The start of his trek across the plateau confounded all the 
pessimists. Despite uncompromising weather, biting winds, tem- 
peratures of nearly 20 below, partial whiteouts, and heavy drifting 
snow, Fuchs made 80 miles in the first two days, taking sei^ic 
soundings each evening. It was a wonderful start, in the race against 
the winter. For the winter was drawing on. As Fuchs camped for 
the second night on the plateau, two Neptunes made the last flight 
to the Pole for seven months — ^to bring out the dogs that Fuchs had 
used until he reached the Pole. They either had to be flown out by 
the Americans, or butchered. Fuchs offered to have them killed, but 
Dufek, despite worsening conditions, flew them out to Scott Base 
for Fuchs. 

When the two Neptunes returned to McMurdo, and Fudis 
was starting his third da/s trdc. Jack Cooley found prefarations 
ready for an immediate evacuation, if necessary, of all aircraft from 
McMurdo. Enormous crevasses were appearing on the ice in front 
of the camp. The blue-black sea, which had once been eight or 
nine miles away, was now only five miles from the camp. The strips 
were in danger of cracking up at a moment's notice. The planes on 
the strip were being kept fully fuelled, their crews at action stations, 
ready to take off at twenty minutes' notice. 

At Scott, Hillary was making his preliminary plans for setting 
off to Depot 700 to meet Fuchs and lead him in, alwa}^ presuming 
he <»uld fly. Certainly this story could not be said to lack dramatic 
interest Day after day, since I fiKt flew in, crisis upon crisis had 
kept it moving to its climax. When I first reached the Pole, and 
cabled my dispatches, the expedition was in the doldrums. Thiidc- 
ing after my first week's cables that the people of Britain had had 
enough of a dirt of snow and ice, I was reducing my work when 
— bang — ^Hillary set off for the Pole. That over, the quarrd between 
Fuchs and Hillary hit the headlines; the matter was settled, on the 
surface anyway. Then Fuchs reached the Pole. Now it looked like 
a fortnight of doldrums a^in. But not at all. At the very moment 
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when we in McMurdo were settling down to a period of dull wait- 
ing, there was high drama again. 

Firstly, as the world discussed the dangers of flying in the 
approachii^ winter, my old friend Gus Shinn ran into trouble on 
the plateau, as though to give public warning of the threatened 
dangers. Fl3ring the Old Charger from the U.S. Naval station of 
Little America, he was forced down on the Polar plateau when his 
port engine started a serious oil leak. In order to repair the engine 
before aU his oil had gone, Gus — who was at that moment on the 
plateau 334 miles from the Pole — decided to land. As he did so, 
his ski undercarriage (always a weak point in the planes because 
they were essentially makeshift affairs) smashed. It was impossible 
to take off, even had he repaired the port engine. Gus and his crew 
of four, the same men who had flown me to the Pole the first time, 
were stranded on the plateau. 

I was to see an impressive demonstration of the way the Ameri- 
cans could move into high gear in times of emergency, as th^ would 
indeed have to if Fuchs were in trouble. 

In case of fire, Shinn and his crew left their aircraft and, with 
the survival gear and tents carried on every Antarctic flight, estab- 
lished a camp near the plane, in one of the loneliest parts of the con- 
tinent They had survival rations of pemmican for thirty days. They 
were at an altitude of 4,000 feet They spent the night there, and 
the next day a relief 1^3 flew out from Little America with a 
spare undKcairiage and the tools na«ssary to repair the oil leak. 
No harm came of this mishap, but again it served to warn the world 
of the dangers of %ing. 

They were even more imfuessively demcmstiat^ within the 
next few days, fijx suddenly, just as Fuchs seemed to be doing so 
well, Geoff Pratt, the seismok^ist who had told me so much about 
his life on the trail, was taken seriously ill. Fuchs was wdl on the way 
towards Depot 700 — 150 miles from the Pole — when what might 
have been a fatal disaster struck the expedition — and again forced 
them to call upon the Americans for help, this time to save a life. 

Pratt got carbon monoxide poisoning, apparently from cooking 
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in his tent. This is a highly dangerous illness with grave lasting ef- 
fects if not cured very quickly, and the only cure is to wash out the 
poison with abundant supplies of oxygen, one of the components 
of fresh air in short supply at the altitude of the Polar plateau. 

The news first reached McMurdo at 4:25 on the afternoon of 
January 28 when Fuchs, after frantically trying to call Scott Base 
on his radio, finally called up McMurdo. He had made no contact 
with Scott despite repeated efforts, probably due to the fact that 
Scott, a small base, only kept radio watches at certain times of the 
day and night The Americans, though, kept a twenty-four hour a 
day watch on an Antarctica emergency wave length. Fuchs was 
forced to use it. 

Dufek acted quickly. As he got a message throng to Hillaiy 
(the phone between McMurdo and Scott was down) , aircrews for 
two Neptunes were assembled. Fuchs asked the Americans bluntly 
if it were possible to fly up oxygen to Pratt, who was by now lying 
on a stretcher in a Sno-Cat after twice collapsing. He was in seri- 
ous trouble, and, incredible though it may seem in an expedition so 
well equipped, Fuchs had with him on the trail only 200 liters of 
oxygen, not nearly enough to cure Pratt Within ten minutes of 
receiving the news, the first of two Neptunes (already fuelled fear 
an emergency take-off) was ready for the flight to the Polar Cap. 
Jack Coley was to pilot it. Another Neptune would fly up as an 
emergency plane in case one was fort^ down. It had been ex- 
pect^ at first that Coley would land the Nq)tune dose to Fuchs^ 
but the weather made tto impossible. As Dufek said: “If tlK man 
were dying, we would land as marry planes as Dr. Fuchs requited, 
but our doctor here says it's the oxy^ he needs, not a doctor, so 
in view of the bad flying conditions, we'll parachute it down.” 

Coley carded with him two oxygen cylinders each conta inin g 
6,000 liters of oxygen, and an automatic oxj^en inhalin g ma^ for 
Dr. Rogers, who was with Fudrs on the trafl. 

As the airstrip at McMurdo suddenly became alive with mainte- 
nance crews preparing the N^rtunes, Scott Base moved into action. 
Hillary and Griffith Pu^ came across the two miles in a Ferguson 
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tractor ready to fly up to Fuchs if it was decided to land the Nep- 
tune. The McMurdo doctor meanwhile held a voice conference on 
the radio with the doctor on the plateau to determine the extent 
of the illness. 

Pratt apparently had collapsed the previous day, but had man- 
aged, with the aid of his tent mate, to keep it secret On this day 
he collapsed again and was, according to the doctor, “jerking con- 
vulsively,” which indicated how advanced was the poisoning. But, 
even so, the doctors decided, in view of the bad weather, that it 
was not necessary to risk a landing. Jack Coley flew up, the oxygen 
was parachuted safely and, thanks entirely to the U.S. Navy, Pratt 
fully recovered in a few days. 

Time was running short, so Fuchs tucked Pratt down on a 
stretcher in a Sno-Cat, and the lonely tractor moved on — ^towards 
Depot 700 and the last run home. 



14. The End of the Journey 


The epic aossing was drawing to its end. Fuchs was ail but on the 
outsldrts of Depot 700 and Hillary was waiting, ready to fly up. 
And then, just as Fuchs was about to get into trouble in the crevassed 
area south of 700, we in McMurdo and Scott had troubles of our 
own. 

For some weeks the open sea had slowly been edging in and 
the American aircraft had been in a state of readiiKSS to take off 
instantly — ^before sinking. But the speed with which tte ice was 
mdtii^ had not for some time been aj^arent. Oi^ noticed there 
was more sea. The ice was forludden except on business. A conpk 
of Weasels went almost under and were reamed with dilBculty, 
not more than two miles frmn McMurdo. Coming beck from a 
flight in an Otter, my Weasd broke through the ice, and we had 
to jump for it. Thin layers of ice fmmed Ixidges similar in their own 
way to the brieves over crevasses. It was vray dangerous. 

But then, with the weather still unseasonably warm, the small 
cracks extended into lar^ cmes. Soon enormous floes started calv- 
ing, One dajf — two days before Fuchs arrived at Depot 700 — ^the 
sea, which had not so long before been five miles away, came round 
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as far as Hut Point, not a mile from the camp. That night the sea 
broke in still farther and the ten-foot ice ihat made McMurdo 
Sound as solid as dry land seemed to be breaking up, as it had done 
nearly fifty years ago when Scott was at Hut Point and had had 
to take a rowing boat to get roimd the point. 

When we woke in the morning Commander Ed Ludemans, 
the Admiral's commander of McMurdo, and I went to look at the 
truly appalling sight. 

“I feel an old man this morning,” groaned Ed. “We lost a 
hundred square miles of ice last night.” 

So we had. The entire icefield in front of the small hill on 
which McMurdo was built was covered with yawning holes. Even 
the small ski runway for the “inside Antarctica” flights had an enor- 
mous crevasse within fifty yards of the runway and running its en- 
tire length. The Neptunes made ready to take off, and left as soon 
as possible. Gus Shinn installed portable extra rubber tanks, and 
then set off in the Old Charger to make the trip to New Zealand. 
Only the light Otter and the helicopter could remain, because they 
could be hauled on to dry land. 

If the water were to come in any closer, it would completely 
change the picture. Even now, or within the few hours necessary 
to fly out the last plane, Buimy Fuchs would be — as far as the 
Americans were concerned — on his own. There was still hope of a 
sudden drop in temperature which would make safe the new run- 
way built for Globanasters three miles out intxj the Sound where 
the ice was thidcesL But it was a fantastic spectacle. The natural 
question everybody ad^d was: “Well, if the planes can’t land 
here^ you could send in an icebreaker, I suppose?” But the answer 
to that was that it would take ten days for a breaker to arrive, and 
during that time the picture could chai^ again, and with heavy 
freezing endanger the ship. Then it wcHild be too cold for planes, 
which Dufek had forbidden to fly at temperatures below minus 
fifty. 

Out on the ice, empty tractors and dedges with tiieir scarlet 
or orange colours dotted the white and blue ice, in danger of sink- 
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ing as huge chunks of ice broke away. The water was coming in like 
a slow, relentless tidal wave, an enormous gash of dark blue-black 
right in front of the camp, shaped like a great arrow head — and 
with roughly the same effect 

This was the picture at base as Fuchs trundled along toward 
Depot 700. His run from the Pole across the plateau had been re- 
markable. In three marches his party covered one hundred miles, 
travelling twenty-five, thirty-ff ve, and forty miles on successive days. 
Seismic soundings had been taken, and he continued this remark- 
able speed till he was nearly within sight of Depot 700 — almost as 
though he knew of the threatening dangers back at Scott Base ai»i 
the very serious possibility of having to winter over. 

For those of us now waiting at McMurdo, this was also a very 
personal problem, but with his characteristic swift action Admiral 
Dufdc put at rest the minds of the corr^pondents, by promising 
them that if air transport were unavailable, he would keep the 
American icebreaker in waters as dose as pc»sible to Ross Idand 
imtfl March 10. This immediately meant that the small vessd En- 
deavour, used for the expedition, would also be able to slay, with 
the guarantee of a breaker to carve out a channel for her if the ice 
got too tough. For the first time, we b^n to feel that Fuchs mig^rt 
have a chance to get out before the winter. 

Then, just before Depot 700, Fuchs lost the trafl and fell into 
serious crevasse trouble. He was only a few miles frmn the cairns 
of 700, and one could not hdp reflecting how mudi time would 
have been saved had Hillary been there to help the Sno-Gats 
through the soft snow which he, Hillary, knew existed a few miles 
soutii of Depot 700. But Hillary had refused to accompany Fuchs 
frmn the Pole, and it made all the difference. 

By Friday, Fetaiary 7, Fuchs was in serious trouble, 28 mfles 
frcan Depot 700. Two Sno-Cals fdl into aevassed areas but both 
were recover^. The steering component of one was badly dam- 
aged, however, and Fuchs tadio^ that it would take at least five 
hours to repair it Fuchs left two Sno-Cats behind and went ahead 
with two on a reconnaissance, but for a long time they were un- 
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able to find Hillaiy’s trafl. They radioed Scott that the leading Sno- 
Cat was only 7 miles from Depot 700, but with a heavily crevassed 
area in front of it Hillary was all set to fly off, aid could have gone 
at a moment’s notice, but once Claydon flew him up to 700, the air- 
craft would have to take off within twenty minutes because of the 
extreme cold, and leave Hillary there alone. The aircraft could not 
fly out to the area in which Fuchs was stuck because of the danger 
of landing in aevassed areas. So Hillary had to hang on until at 
least one Sno-Cat arrived at 700. It was a most unfortunate delay, 
particularly when Fuchs radioed that the steering of still another 
Sno-Cat had broken. As the DaSy Mail leading article of February 
8 pertinently observed: “The Sno-Cats plunged into a crevasse in 
terrain which had been mapped and flagged by Sir Edmund Hillary 
during his dash to the Pole some six weeks ago. It seems unlikely 
that this particular hazard would have overtaken Fuchs if Hillary, 
who knows this treacherous territory, had been waitii^ for him in 
the area of Depot 700 as was originally plaimed.” 

I sometimes wonder what Hillary himself thought about this. 
He was certainly very edgy, and there was a most unfortunate in- 
cident directed against Mr. Bertram Jones of the Daily Express. 
In common with other members of the press, Jones, a most in- 
offensive man who lived in Sydney, Australia, and had flown out 
just before Fuchs arrived at the Pole (his first opportunity), had 
naturally dwelt a httle on the allied quarrel with Hillary — but I 
do know for a fact that what he wrote was extremely mild and in no 
way exa^erated. 

Yet (me day when Jones was waUdi^ over to Scott Base to 
ask the post office there to send a cable to his wife, who should he 
see coming towards him but the big, lumbering figure of Hillary. 
Without shortening his stride, Hillary shouted across to Jones: “I 
think you ought to know you are not particularly welcome at Scott 
Basel” 

Somewhat taken aback, Jones, the mildest of men, stopjped, 
and as Hillary continued walking, shouted, ‘What on earth for?” 
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Still Hillary didn't sladcen his pace. He shouted: “Because I don’t 
like all the you’ve been writing.” 

How utterly ridiculous in the middle of all that snow and icel 
I will say that the next day Hillary sent a note of apology to Jones, 

But this was not the first time that Hillary forgot his manners. 
He is an impulsive fellow, as quick to anger as he is good natured, 
and I recalled the time he had met my colleague Ralph Izzard on 
Everest. While the Hunt expedition (which was “tied” to The 
Times as the Fuchs expedition was) was climbing Everest, Izzard, 
a man of extremely good manners and much charm, brou^t ofi 
a real achievement by climbing in the wake of the expedition al- 
most 18,000 feet up Everest 

Finally, inaedible though it may seem, he actually cau^t up 
with them. There they were alone on the slopes of Everest and 
Izzard was, to say the least, inhospitably treated. 

1 know that on that expedition Hillary and Izzard had a row. I 
asked Hillary why. 

“Well,” rq)lied Ed Hillary, “he had written a piece about the 
way we treated the Sherpas which 1 didn’t like. It appeared in the 
Calcutta Statesman and it made me damn mad.” Then he added 
with his schoolboy grin, “Actually I didn’t kiww at the time, but 
Izzard had written quite a nice artide. Those Indians had cut the 
good bits out and made it look critical of us.” 

As Fuchs approached Depot 700, and landed in trouHe, the 
question arose again: should he call it ofiE? He was still nearly a 
month behind his original plan, and the winter was dosing in 
rapidly. A month earlier, I had written that I fdt he dionld halt 
at the Pole and if possible make the second half of the journey 
the second year — on the presumption that, as Fuchs was a scientist 
and not an explorer, the gjory of the achievement was secondary 
to the scfentific value. 

But at 700, dl had changed, and for one very pertinent reason 
— rthe Arry firicans had gone. New, whether Fuchs liked it or not, 
this had become more than a scientific mission, more than a small 
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part in the international grand strata? of the IGY — ^this was a 
matter of national pride for the Commonwealth. The American 
aircraft had left. The Pole station radio — of such enormous value 
to Fuchs — ^no longer served him. As happened when he couldn’t 
get Scott Base in an emergency, he was cut off. No more calling up 
ihe Pole and asking them to transmit a message. No more oxygen 
dropped to invalids by courtesy of the American Navy. Until now 
Fuchs had always had the power of the U.S. Navy behind him. He 
had truthfully said he didn’t need it. He had always been deter- 
mined to stand on his own. At the Pole almost his first question 
had been “Where shall we pitch our tents?” and he was embar- 
rassed by all the hospitality shown to him. Yet Fuchs had needed 
the Americans time and again. To get petrol in for John Lewis 
to fly from South Ice, because Fuchs didn’t have enough. At the 
Pole (whether he liked it or not), for, as Griff Pr^h said, his men 
were almost exhausted. The Pole respite of good food, a heated 
hut, sleep, probably made aH the difference to their morale for the 
second half of the journey. 

The same with his machines. Fuchs said his men could over- 
haul them in the open. But they were overhauled in the Pole 
garage, with much better repair facilities. The same with Geoff 
Pratt, when he was struck with carbon monoxide poisoning. The 
American Navy saved G«)ff from serious and permanent illness. No 
doubt about it Now Fuchs had to go on, if only to show that, with 
all the disasters possible, he was capable of “going it alone” and 
(xiuld have done so all along. The Americans were fine people, but 
more than one had said Fuchs would never have attempted the 
journey if he hadn’t known the Americans were there to help. It 
was not true, fm the expedition was planned before the IGY. But 
Fuchs had to show them. 

'There was no need to worry. Fuchs the magnificat fought his 
way alone inch by inch to Depot 700, and there, a burst of good 
weather allowed Claydon to fly Hill^ up to meet him and lead him 
home. 

The two men spent a day overhauling vehicles whfle John 
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Claydon was flying back to Scott — ^for the last time. The Sno^^ts 
were thoroughly mended, and Fuchs said that he would from now 
on abandon any that caused trouble, thus eliminating delays due 
to repair work, for each day counted now. Still, as he was taking 
seismic soundings at rarer intervals, he should be able to make 
thirty-five miles a day — especially with Hillary lea ding him across 
carefully proven paths. 

At Scott we tried, even with pieces of paper and maps, to work 
out the exact times — accidents barred. This is how I feared it <mt 
at the time. The journey from Depot 700 was split into several 
stages. Firstly, there were two hundred twenty mfles more across 
the Polar plateau to Depot 480, with some known crevassed areas 
to be crossed. Halfway between 700 and 480 was a small Midway 
Depot with an oil dump. The greatest danger on this run would be 
conditions changed by snowdrifts, causing new bridges hidh^ 
crevasses carefully mapped Ity Hhllary with the precmon of an 
RAF navigator. 

But once at 480, Fuchs exported to have a good run to 280, the 
Plateau Depot, at the top of the Skelton. He worked out that, with 
average luck, Fuchs should be at the head of the Skelton by Feb- 
ruary 23. 

Then the descent of the Skdton Glacier, which Hillary told me 
should take four days. In case of accident, Hillary had prepared fm 
Fuchs a detailed plan of almost every mile down the Skdton, and 
had given a copy of this to Admiral Dufek, who kindly loaned it 
to me. It brought an added touch of romantic adventuring because 
of its unusual place names. These were Hillary’s insimrtioEK to 
Fuchs on leaving the Plateau Depot: 

"‘Strike due east (True) for n% miles, then for about 16 miles 
at 110 T through the portd. Cross the neve at about 136 T. You 
win see Midway Nunatak on your right — a snowy, rocky droul- 
der — ^and Stepaside Spur more or less ahead. Drop down the upper 
staircase, keeping as dose as comfortable in towards Stepaside Spur. 
You may see a few route-marking flags. 

“On reaching the point of Stepaside Spur hug it quite dosely 
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without going up tihe slope, and follow it several miles round to 
the east Then strike south across the landing — ^TO WHERE YOU 
SHOULD SEE SOME PETROL DRUMS AND FLAGS— spot 
height, 2,680. From the landing the route follows down a prominent 
trough winding to the left down some distance towards some ec- 
posed rode blufEs, Twin Rocks. 

“Follow this trough until you emerge below Twin Rocks on 
long snow slopes falling in a southerly direction towards the lower 
rung of the glader. Continue under CLINKER BLUFF on the 
bare ice of the glacier where for several miles we crossed innumera- 
ble CTevasses in the ice; but it is not difficult to pick spots where they 
are not more than 2 feet wide if you remain down in one of the 
several large troughs ranning down the glacier. 

“You will soon emerge on a flat icy surface and then 15 miles 
later reach the rough, windblown snow of the lower glacier. Con- 
tinue centrally in the glader until you readi the Skelton Depot at 
79.03 S. — 162.15 

Once at the foot of the Skelton, the last run home across the 
Ross Ice Shelf was easy, with no seismic work for the one hundred 
seventy miles to Scott Base. It looked as though he would catch 
the Endeavour aH right, with March 10 as his latest time of arrival. 
But Fuchs was to beat even that date with his last burst of speed. 

The two set off, with Hillary in the leading Sno-Cat. At Mc- 
Murdo the ice edged in another half mile, and was actually past the 
<amp. The airstrip looked empty and forlorn without its brightly 
color«i aircraft. Out near a water hole a hundred or more seals lay 
basking in the sun, and for the first time I saw penguins — ^three 
of them — who must have followed the open water all the way from 
Cape Royds. 

The last stage of man’s last great journey on land had started. 
The dosing chapter in a great adventure was almost to be written. 

Yet it was still good news one moment, bad the next. By 
February 21, Fuchs \ras still four hundred miles from Scott Base, 
and on that day, the Antarctic summer sun set for the last time. 
From that date, the race to the coast would be undertaken in deep- 
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ening twilight and increasing cold. Already a persistent whiteout 
had dogged them for three days, with visibility down to two hun- 
dred yards at times, reducing their daily average to 27 miles. Fuchs 
cabled back to London headquarters that “progress is often re- 
duced to walking pace,” and without the sun, they had to steer 
only by compass. Hillary was proving a tower of strength, literally 
“leading'’ Fuchs home by walking ahead on skis to mark the way 
with flags through the whiteout 

But in a twinkhng the weather changed, the whiteouts van- 
ished and bright sun shone on the cold world. Everything was al- 
tered. The pace was increased and in two short days, Fuchs made 
two great marches to reach Depot 280 by February 23 — ^two hun- 
dred eighty miles from home and ready to start the descent of the 
Skelton Glacier. It was an astonishing change, and now it seemed 
nothing could stop him. 

The weather was so good — despite the lateness of the season 
— that Lewis and Claydon took off in the Beaver and Otter to fly 
supplies to the team. Hillary had asked by radio for “fresh foods 
which would be a nice surprise for the bo57S,” and going into de- 
tails, listed thirteen pieces of steak, 26 fresh (frozen) eggs, seven 
tins of American coffee, two loaves, sliced, cooked meat, and seven 
tins of fruit. 

The planes landed with their load, and left almost immediately 
taking with them two of the expedition members, Ken Blaiklock 
and Jon Stephenson, the dog handlers. It seemed in a way a great 
pity that they would not make the complete trek, but to Fuchs 
nothing that was not practical interested him, and they flew ahead 
to cut up forty seals wanted as winter food for Fuchs’ dogs, which 
had been flown from the Pole to Scott Base. 

The next stage was the Skelton Glacier — one hundred miles 
to Depot 180, on the edge of the ice shelf. There were only two 
serious crevasse areas. One was on the “staircase,” a series of shallow 
steps leading to the Portals, a five-mile-wide scoop in the ice created 
by the winds which howl up to seventy miles an hour through the 
pass. The second was on the doorstep of Scott Base itself, where 
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pressure ridges of ice and tidal movements had caused deep cracks. 
But these would never hold them back. 

As Lewis said, “Nothing except extreme misfortune can stop 
Bunny Fuchs coming in like a shot from a gun now.” 

The Skelton Glacier was descended without trouble. “It was 
a piece of cake,” said Hillary, but then, when all seemed set for the 
final run home across the shelf, another whiteout clamped down. 
As soon as they reached the Skelton Depot, at the foot of the glacier, 
they had to sit in their tents or Sno-Cat cabins for hours waiting for 
it to Kft. At times Ihe whiteout was so severe they were not able to 
see the ground below them from the cabs. Ralph Lenton, to whom 
I had talked from the Pole, radioed to Scott that the weather was 
too bad for Lewis to fly across the Shelf to greet them; but he said, 
“Spirits are high and we are looking forward to a steak and eggs 
homecoming supper.” On February 27, Fuchs decided to strike 
along the shelf despite the whiteout. The orange-coloured Sno-Cats 
moved across the Ross Ice Shelf where Scott had perished nearly 
fifty years previously. 

But this time no disaster struck. The whiteout lifted after 
several hours (as the weathermen had predicted it would) and Fuchs 
came across the Shelf like a bomb. 

Late on Saturday night watchers from Observation Hill saw 
the Sno-Cats for the first time as McMurdo and Scott Bases waited 
cn fHe for a day that had been officially designated a public holi- 
day. Scores of Weasels risked the ice holes to scatter across the 
frozen McMurdo Sound to greet the explorers as soon as they were 
sighted, and the sighting signal was given — z huge burst of magenta 
flares. The first Weasel met Fuchs still three miles to go to Scott 
Base, and driving in the leading Sno-Cat with Hillary, Fuchs 
shouted down, ‘We’ve made it! We’ve made it!” 

'The four Sno-Cats ploughed through deep snow towards Ihe 
(fluster of httle yellow huts that is Scott Base, with the Union Jack 
flying in a stiff breeze. There were only a few minutes more to go 
through the beautiful pressme ridges in the Sound, and then 
through an even more diflEcult obstacle, the battery of photog- 
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raphers that surrounded them as they drew to a halt at the foot of 
the hill where the base is situated. 

The time was 1:47 G.M.T., Sunday, March 2, 1958. The two 
men jumped down, all traces of disagreement gone, and Ed Hillary 
turned round and said, “There were times when I didn’t think 
you would make it. Bunny, and I’m glad to have been proved 
wrong.” 

“We did what we set out to do,” said Fuchs. “We never de- 
spaired though at times we met obstacles of such a nature that we 
wondered how they would be overcome.” 

Suddenly everybody was talking at the same time, when above 
it rose the strains of “D’ye ken John Peel” played by a scratch band 
from McMurdo, aided by dustbin hds. Then came the finest mo- 
ment. The thirteen men walked slowly along the icy patch to the 
huts and the American band struck up “God Save the Queen” as 
the men took off their parka hoods and stood silent. 

Official congratulations were exchanged, and Bunny replied: 
“This is not the time or the place for a long speech. I thought 
there might be a traffic accident in Antarctica with all these ve- 
hicles about!” 

Then he read out a message from the Queen, “On the com- 
pletion of your hard and adventurous journey across Antarctica my 
husband and I send our warmest congratulations to you and all 
members of the Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition. You 
have made a notable contribution to scientific knowledge and have 
succeeded in a great enterprise. Well done.” With a stub of pencil, 
Fuchs wrote a reply, 

“Our scientific work has been completed and all my party are 
safe. Your most gracious message has just been handed to me and 
my party and I am deeply appreciative of your kind words, which 
make complete our happiness on this day.” 

For the record, here are the dates of the expedition: 

November 24, 1957 Started from Shaddeton Base. 

December 25 South Ice. 



188 THE WHITE DESERT 


Januaiy 20, 1958 Arrived at Pole, met by Hillary, after cover- 
ing 900 miles in 56 days. 

February 7 Depot 700. 

February 17 Depot 480. 

February 27 Depot 180. 

March 2 Arrived Scott Base, after 99 da)^. Distance 

2,220 miles. 

But those are cold figures and dates, and as I write this now, 
back in the comfort of my own home, my mind goes back to those 
great daj^ and the moment that made them great as Fuchs fought 
his way across the white desert The incredible personal thrill I 
experienced when the aircraft door opened, and I almost fell on to 
the hard snow and I was at the Pole; and the next day, after explor- 
ing its own particular brand of magic, talking on the radio phone 
— ^as easily as if I had been phoning London — ^to Ralph, Fuchs’ radio 
operator, and hearing him say, out of the blue — or should it be out 
of the white? — ^“We’ve been stripped to the waist sunbathing.” 
That strange and likable man Hillary, so diflFerent in every way from 
Fuchs, climbing stiffly, with his slightly shy grin, from the ridicu- 
lously small Ferguson, dose to the ring of barrels that marked the 
site. Then bade to the Pole again, and the arrival of Fuchs, the Sno- 
Cats with their flags flying, the dogs pulling their way by their sides, 
and the final splutter as the engine of the Sno-Cats stopped, and 
Fuchs stepped out, even then dapper in a way, after the dangers 
that beset them all the way up to South Ice — a trip which, as Sir 
James Wordie and Sir Miles Clifford in a letter to The Times very 
properly pointed out, was “A distance of 350 miles over unknown 
and most difficult Raders has undoubtedly been the greatest achieve- 
ment in Antarctic Iravd, British or otherwise.” 

I can see many more things in retrospect The Pole station 
itself, with its orange hub half buried in the snow, and Vernon 
Houk, in his shirt with braces over, helping with the washing up; 
and Mogy, the one and only Mogy, standing with his binoculars 
watching the black blobs that were the Sno-Cab as th^ came 
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slowly closer. That first lunch with Hillary, the grins and the shy 
way he talked of his exploits; and then Fuchs, pipe in hand, looking 
me straight in the face and saying, “Well, if we have to winter 
over, that’s just too bad.” 

I like to think that these two men, each from such utterly 
different moulds, did, despite their differences, bring off tins last 
great journey. 

I wonder what Fuchs was thinking of as he stood there, at 
journey’s end, listening to “God Save the Queen.” Many things, 
the trials and tribulations, the staunch loyalty of the men who had 
been with him; above all, of the successful conclusion of a dream 
that had started nearly twenty-five years previously. I do not sup- 
pose he gave a thought to the most important thing of all: tiiat all 
this would have been impossible had he not had the required de- 
termination to carry on to the end. For he fought not only the ice 
and the snow and the cold. He fought criticism, public opinion. 
I myself thought, and said, at one time, that he was crazy to carry 
on. Many Americans thought the same. But Fuchs plodded on, 
taking his seismic soundings. He never missed one, did he? Not an 
inch of the way, for though it might be hard to believe for one who 
does not know him, he genuinely, honestly, “did not make this 
journey for the sake of going from A to B,” as he once said to me. 

I don’t suppose he ever did think that journey’s end, success- 
ful journey’s end, was due to his strange blend of courage and mys- 
ticism. He was that strangest of all men, the practical dreamer. The 
dream had come true, but it would never have succeeded without 
courage, for, as The Times said when he set off from Shaddeton 
(and nobody can better its words) : “Nothing has replaced courage, 
endurance, and accurate calculation as the indispensable equip- 
ment for a journey into these desolate regions in the face of the most 
savage weather in the world.” 

Now, it was all over. The songs and the cheering had died down, 
the Americans had returned from Scott to McMurdo. 

Only one thin g remained. Fuchs went off for a bath — ^his first 
since he left the Pole thirty-eight days previously. While he was 
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soaking in ihe steaming water, still another message arrived from 
the Queen. It announced that he would be awarded a knighthood. 

The news was kept secret until Fuchs had finished his bath. He 
reappeared in the small living room of Scott Base dressed in a tartan 
shirt and army trousers. 

One of the men handed him die message as Fuchs sipped half 
a pint of beer. 

“Good heavens!" he exclaimed. 

It was exactly what Bunny Fuchs would say. 



Diary of Events 


1955 

November 14; Theron sailed from 
London. 

December 28: Theron beset in the 
Wedddl Sea. 

1956 

January 23; Theron broke free of ice. 

January 29; Theron arrived in Vahsd 
Bay. Shaddeton post oflSce estab- 
lished. 

End of March: Nine-day blizzard 
which resulted in the loss of many 
tons of stores. 

February 9 to September 15: Advance 
party of eight men lived in the 
Sno-Cat crate (21 ft by 9 ft. by 

7 ft*)* 

April 24: Sun left Shaddeton for the 
winter. 

June 21: Midwinter Day celebrated 
in the crate. 

August 24: Sun returned to Shadde- 


ton. Dog training began, followed 
by the spring sledging journeys. 

September 15: Main hut at Shadde- 
ton occupied, though not yet com- 
pleted. 

November 15: Magga Dan sailed 
from London carrying the main 
party. 


1957 

January 13: Magga Dan reached 
Shaddeton. 

January 20: Scott Base established 
by fte New Zealand party in Mc- 
Murdo Sound. 

January 28: Mdggtf Dan left Shadde- 
ton. 

February 4: South Ice established by 
air — ^three men wintered there. 

February 10: New Zealand party es- 
tablished Depot 280 at head of 
Skelton Glacier. 
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February i 8 : First radio contact be- 
tween ShacWeton and Scott Bases. 

June 21: Midwinter Day celebrated 
at ShacWeton and Scott Bases and 
South Ice. 

October 8 : South Ice relieved by air 
after winter, and vehicle recon- 
naissance party left Shackleton. 

October 14: New Zealand depot- 
laying party left Scott Base. 

Novernber 6 : New Zealand party 
reached Depot 280. 

November 14: Reconnaissance party 
reached South Ice, where vehicles 
were left. Personnel being flown 
back to ShacHeton. 

November 24: maint journey begun. 

November 25; New Zealand party es- 
tablished Depot 480. 

December 15: New Zealand party es- 
tablished Depot 700. 

December 22: Main party reached 
South Ice. 


December 25: Main party left South 
Ice for the Pole. 


1958 

January 3: New Zea l and party 
reached the Pole. 

January 19: Main party reached the 
Pole. 

Jarmary 24: Main party left the Pole. 
February 7: Main party reached 
Depot 700 and was joined by Sir 
Edmund Hillaiy. 

February 10: Main party left Depot 
700. 

February 17; Main party at Depot 
480. 

February 23: Main party at Depot 
280 (Polar plateau). 

March 2: dr. fuchs arrived at 

SCOTT BASE AT 2 A.M. 



Members of the Trans-Antarctic Expedition 


DR. VIVIAN FUCHS, aged 50, mairied. Between 1930 and 1932 exploring 
in East Africa with two separate expeditions. In 1934 led his first expedi- 
tion to Lake Rudolph in Africa. Served with the Cambridgeshire Regi- 
ment during the war. Soon afterwards he was appointed leader of the 
Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey operating in Graham Land in 
Antarctica. Commenced the planning of the crossing of Antarctica in 
the early 1950’s and sailed with the advance party in the Theron for 
the Weddell Sea in November, 1955, returning in the spring of 1956 
and sailing with the main party in the Magga Dan in November of liiat 
year. Founders Gold Medal R.G.S. 1951, Polar Medal 1953. 

KEN BLADxocK, aged 29, single. Leader of advance party whidi wintered 
in the Antarctic in 1956. Spent winter of 1957 as one of a party of three 
at South Ice, 300 miles inland from Shackleton Base. Surveyor and dog- 
handler. From 1947 to 1955 was a member of the Falkland Islands De- 
pendencies Survey; discovered Emperor Penguin rookery on Dion Islets. 
In 1951 was demonstrator in Polar Theatre at Festival of Britain. 

DR. RAINER GOLDSMITH, aged 30, married. Member of advance party. 
Medical officer. Qualified at "Bart's” five years ago and served as M.O. 
in the P. & O. Line. Returned home in March, 1957. 
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FUGHT LIEUTENANT GORDON HASLOP, aged 35, Single. Flight lieutenant, 
RA.F., and second pilot of the expedition. Bom in Canada, he was 
educated in New Zealand and joined the RA.F. during the war. On 
leave from the RAJ. Took part in first Antarctic crossing by single- 
engined aircraft in January, 1958. 

ROY HOMARD, aged 37, married. Member of advance party. Medianical 
engineer. On leave from R.E.M.E. In 1953 was a member of the British 
North Greenland Expedition. 

PETER JEFFRIES, aged vj, single. Member of advance party. Meteor- 
ologist. Has served in the Meteorological Office and in Ocean Weather 
Ships. In March, 1957, 'was transferred to the Royal Society IGY Base 
at Halley Bay, Antarctica. 

JOHANNES LA GRANGE, aged 30, single. Member of advance party. South 
African meteorologist. On leave from Soulh African Weather Bureau. 

RALPH LENTON, aged 34, single. Deputy leader of advance party. Con- 
stmction engineer. From 1947 to 1955 was a member of the Falkland 
Islands Dependencies Surv^; latterly Base leader at various F.I.D.S. 
Bases. 

squadron LEADER JOHN LE'wis, A.F.C., aged 35, married. Squadron Leader, 
RAJ, and chief pilot of the expedition. On leave from the RAJ. 
where, amongst other appointments, he has been an instmctor at the 
Central Flying Sdiool. A member of the Falkland Islands Dependencies 
Survey Expedition with Dr. Fuchs in 1949-50. Made first Antarctic 
crossing by single-engjned aircraft in January, 1958. 

DR. HALL LISTER, aged 35, married. Glaciologist. Served in Merchant 
Navy and Royal Navy during the war. Subsequently studied geology at 
Durham University. A member of the British North Greenland Eiqiedi- 
tion in 1952-54. In charge of the party which wintered at South Ice in 
1957 and which induded Ken Blaiklock and Jon Stephenson. 

GEORGE LOWE, O.BJE., aged 34, single. New Zealand photographer. Mem- 
ber of several Himalayan ei^editions, induding the Everest Expeditions 
in 1953, during which he established the last depot for Sir Edmund 
Hillary. 
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DAVID PRATT, aged 34, single. Mechanical engineer. Served in Royal 
Engineers during the war. Was educated at Marlborough College. Took 
his M.A. at Cambridge, 1952, and was occupied in development engi- 
neering in 1953-54. 

GEOFFREY PRATT, aged 32, single. Geophysicist. On leave from British 
Petroleum Company. For the past five years has been employed by 
B.P.C. in the search for oil by seismic methods in Middle East, Far 
East, and Canada. 

DR. ALLAN ROGERS, aged 40, married. Medical ofiEcer. Qualified at Bristol 
University and was subsequently lecturer in physiology there. Member 
of two Bristol High Altitude Research expeditions to the Jungfraujoch 
in 1953 and 1954. 

DR. JON STEPHENSON, aged 27, Single. Australian geologist. Studied 
geology at Brisbane University and in 1955 was awarded a Research 
Scholarship at the Imperial College in London where, until joining the 
expedition, he was engaged in postgraduate research in petrology. 
Wintered at South Ice in 1957 with Ken Blaiklock and Hal Lister. 

TONY STEWART, aged 35, single. Member of advance party. Meteorolo- 
gist. R A.F. Meteorological Branch from 1944 to 1950. Master at Nautical 
College, Pangboume, 1950-55. A member of Schools E:q>loring Society 
parties to Iceland, 1951 and 1952, and British Columbia in 1953. Re- 
turned home in March, 1957. 

DAVID STRATTON, aged 30, married. Deputy leader. Stores oflEcer. Sur- 
veyor and dog-handler. Educated at Hanow and Cambridge. Was in 
the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve during the war. In 1951 was a mem- 
ber of the Swedish Glaciological Expedition to Swedish Lapland. From 
1951 to 1953 was a member of the Falkland Islands Dependencies Sur- 
vey and made several long sledge journeys. 

FLIGHT-SERGEANT PETER WESTON, B.E.M., aged 36, married. Aircraft engi- 
neer. On leave from the RA.F., where he has served for 19 years. A 
member of the Norwegian, British, and Swedish Expedition to Antarc- 
tica in 1949-52. Took part in first Antarctic crossing by singl&engined 
aircraft in January, 1958. 
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SERGEANT TAFFY WHXiAMS, aged 38, sixiglc. Member of advance party. 
Radio engineer and operator. On leave from the RA.F. in which he 
has served since 1940, his last appointment being as a Signals School 
Instructor. Took part in the first Antarctic crossing by a single-engined 
plane in January, 1958. 


Members of the New Zealand Support Party 


SIR EDMUND HILLARY, K.B.E. 

BOB MILLER 
HARRY AYRES 
BERNIE GUNN 
DR. GEORGE MARSH 
MURRAY ELLIS 
R. A. CARLYON 

LIEUTENANT F. R. BROOKE, R.N. 

SQUADRON LEADER JOHN CLAYDON, R.N.Z.A.F. 
PILOT OFFICER BILL CRANFTFXD, R.N.Z.A.F. 
SERGEANT L. W. TARR, R.N.Z.A.F. 

J. E. GAWN 
J. G. BATES 
E. S. BUCKNELL 
G. WARREN 
DR. R. EALHAM 

CHIEF PETTY OFFICER P. D. MULGREW, RJSr.Z.N. 


Leader 
Deputy leader 
Mountaineer and dog-handler 
Geologist 
Medical Officer 
Engineer 
Surveyor 
Surveyor 
Senior pilot 
Second pilot 
Aircraft engineer 
Radio operator 
Mechanic 
Cook 

Assistant geologist 
Meteorologist 
Radio operator 



Some Cold Facts About the Antarctic 


The International Geophysical Year— July 1957 to December 1958— 
during which more than sixty stations have been established in the 
Antarctic by various nations, in order to learn more about our planet, 
has focused world-wide attention upon the Httle-lcnown continent at 
the bottom of the world. Actually, a great many interesting facts are 
known about this ice-enshrouded land. 

1 . Antarctica is the fifth largest continent, embracing 5,100,000 
square miles of territory and equalling in size the United Sfates and 
Mexico together. Having an average altitude of 6,000 feet, it is the 
world's highest continent. 

2 . The coldest temperature ever recorded was minus 102.1® F. at 
the U.S. South Pole Station last September 17. Prior to that time, the 
coldest recording at the South Pole was minus 1004® F. on May 12, 
1957. Formerly it was minus 93.6° F. at Verkhoyansk (Siberia) in 1920. 

3 . Fifteen minerals of potential commercial value have already 
been found in the Antarctic. Although no uranium-bearing ore has yet 
been discovered, it is fdt that because Antarctica is a diield area, such 
deposits do exist. 
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4 . Due to the earth’s centrifugal force, objects weigh more at the 
Poles than they do at the Equator. This means that 5,000 tons of cargo 
loaded on a ship in the vicinity of the Equator would actually weigh 
about 50,000 pounds more at the Poles. 

5 . There are no polar bears or land animals in the Antarctic. 
Killer whales and leopard seals are the big villains in waters surround- 
ing Antarctica. As a result, penguins and other seal species find haven 
on the sea ice. 

6. The Antarctic contains 86 per cent of Ihe world’s glacial ice 
supply. 

7 . Great square-shaped icebergs are sloughed from the ice shelves 
surrounding Antarctica. One of these tabular bergs, sighted by the ice- 
breaker U.S.S. Glacier between the Antarctic Continent and New Zea- 
land on November 12, 1956, was 208 miles long and 60 miles wide, ap- 
proximately the size of Connecticut. 

8. An atmospheric condition known as a “whiteout” is a frequent 
Antarctic occurrence and endangers both plane and trail operations. 
Aviators say it is like flying in a bowl of milk. Loss of horizon and 
shadows, which give perspective, is caused by reflected light. 

9 . In spite of its being a land of ice and snow, the Antarctic Con- 
tinent is the home of a large, active volcano, 13,000-foot-high Mount 
Erebus, which is located in the McMurdo Sound area. 

10 . The intense cold and sterility of Antarctic air preserves food 
and materials almost indefinitely. For instance, corned beef, canned 
beans, and sugar cached by the Swedish explorer, Nordenskjold, pro- 
vided a most satisfactory meal for the British Falkland Islands De- 
pendencies Survey party forty-five years later. The print on a Tnaga’tinp 
too, was as readable as ever. 

11 . The Antarctic Seas, scientists contend, produce more food 
per acre than anywhere else in the world, on land or sea. Most of tiiis 
is in the form of diatoms, microscopic plants on which small shrimps 
(“red krill”— EuphausM superba) feed. Some day in the future, this 
source of food may be of great value to the human race. 
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12 . They mine for water at the South Pole. Since the only water 
available is that which can be melted from snow, and low temperatures 
frequently prevent sustained activity outside, water for the International 
Geophysical Year station at the South Pole is being obtained from germ- 
free snow blocks dug from a snow mine, directly reached from the sta- 
tion living quarters. 

13 . People may have lived at one time in the Antarctic. In 1893, 
Captain Larsen, the Norwegian sealer, found about 50 clay balk, 
perched on pillars of the same material on Seymour Island off the 
eastern coast of the Palmer Peninsula. “These,” he reported, “had the 
appearance of having been made by human hands.” 

14 . Recently an airfield in McMurdo Sound, Antarctica, was re- 
paired by use of a mixture consisting of snow, ice, and water. During a 
midsummer hot spell, the ice runway began to melt in areas where 
waste and oil had collected. Refreezing was successfully accomplished 
by filling the chuckholes with the mixture and allowing the colder 
evening temperatures to do their work more efficiently. 

15. Penguins and other Antarctic birds are being captured by the 
hundreds through use of a cannon-hurled net. Carl EkIund, omiAolo- 
gist and leader at the U.S. Wilkes Station, is banding these birds with 
various coloured plastic leg bands in order to leam their migratory 
habits. 

16 . Diametrically opposite geographically, the Arctic and Antarc- 
tic are opposite in other ways, too. The Antarctic is land surrounded by 
water, whereas the Arctic is water surrounded by land. This accounts 
for the colder temperatures of Antarctica. The South Pole rests on a 
polar plateau of about ro,ooo feet altitude, whereas the North Pole is 
in the middle of a sea about io,ooo feet deep. 

17 . Rear Admiral Dufek, in October, 1956, was the first man after 
Norway’s Amundsen party (December, 1911) and England’s Scott 
party (January, 1912) to set foot on the South Geographical Pole. At 
that time a Navy plane landed to start prdiminary operations on setting 
up a scientific station for the eighteen men now manning this camp 
at the foot of the world during the ICY. 



200 THE WHITE DESERT 


18 . In spite of two large grounded icebergs, one 34 miles long and 
the other 27 miles long, which delayed the two-ship Weddell Sea ex- 
pedition, the U.S.S. Staten Island and the U.S.S. Wyandot, Navy ice- 
breaker and cargo ship, reached over 300 miles further into the Weddell 
Sea than any other ship in history. 

19 . Seismograph readings during 1957 at Byrd Station in Marie 
Byrd Land show that the IGY station may be resting on ice which ex- 
tends from 5,000 feet below sea level to 5,000 feet above sea level. 

20 . Captain Nathaniel Palmer, an American from Stonington, 
Cormecticut, was probably the first man to sight the Antarctic Con- 
tinent. This took place on November 17, 1820, when the Hero, in 
search of fur seals, sailed close to the peninsula (now named after him) 
in tire vicinity of Trinity Island. Captain John Davis, also an Ameri- 
can, was thought to be the first to actually land, on February 7, 1821, 
at Hughes Bay on the peninsula. The British, however, do not sub- 
scribe to these views, and call the peninsula in question Graham Land, 
after one of their own early Antarctic backers. Thq^ base their claims 
to discovery on a chart prepared by the British explorer, Edward Brans- 
field, in 1820. 

21 . Oceanc^raphy will help reveal the geological composition of 
Antarctica. Core samples of sediment dredged up from the sea in the 
canyons of prehistoric Antarctic rivers are likely to show the true make- 
up of the Antarctic Continent, because these rivers once carried Antarc- 
tic silt into the sea. 

22 . Due to the earth's rotation, ice drifts to the left of the wind 
in the Antarctic, whereas it drifts to the right in the Northern Hemi- 
sphere. Likewise, persons who have become lost find they circle to the 
left in the Antarctic and to the right in the Arctic. 

23 . Antarctica once had a tropical climate. Numerous fossil tropi- 
cal ferns and plant-life have been found anbedded in rock on the 
Palmer Peninsula. 

24 . The round, baird-^ped hulls of the Navy icebreakers pre- 
vent thein ftom ever becoming crushed in Antarctic ice. Their peculiar 
constmction enables them to pop up like peas in a pod if pressure 
reaches dangerous proportions. DeLong's Jeannette, crushed and trag- 
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ically lost in the Arctic near the end of the last century, possessed the 
conventional perpendicular, straight-sided hull. 

25. Antarctica, once a land of lush vegetation with a temperate 
or even semi-tropical climate, may have been part of a huge southern 
continent. Gondwanaland, as it is called, supposedly contained what 
is now known as Africa, South America, Australia, New Zealand, parts 
of India, and Antarctica. Proponents of Gondwanaland, or the con- 
tinental drift theory, maintain that ages ago the continents drifted on a 
fluidlike subterranean layer of the earth to their present locations. 

26. Want fizz water? Put a chip of ice from an Antarctic iceberg 
into your drink. The entrapped air makes a popping sound when it is 
released on melting. 

27. Penguins (of which the Antarctic has hundreds of thousands) , 
it is believed, have difficulty ascertaining each other's sex. This is over- 
come during the mating season by the simple expedient of the male 
offering a small rock to his intended. If accepted, it’s a good bet that the 
recipient is a female. 

28. That the earth was hollow and habitable with entry to the 
outside world somewhere in the Antarctic was a popular behef in the 
United States early in the 19 th Century. Jeremiah N. Reynolds, chief 
proponent of this view, was so convincing that no less than 20 bills were 
introduced in Congress proposing that a Navy e 3 q>edition sail into the 
globe’s interior. 

29. Antarctic skua gulls entertain no it&i of man. Numoous 
instances of these eagles of the Antarctic diving on individual explorers 
have been recorded. Choice morsds for these fierce birds are penguin 
chicks and eggs. 

30. The International Geophysical Year has special significance as 
it applies to the Antarctic. The scientists of 12 nations at 62 Antarctic 
stations are currently gathering data in the fields of meteorology, aurora 
and air glow, glaciology, cosmic rays, gravity and seismology, ionospheric 
physics, and geomagnetism. Clarity of atmosphere and periods of sus- 
tain^ darkness render observations taken in the Antarctic extremely 
valuable. 
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31 . Upon departure of the U.S.S. Wyandot for Antarctica in 
November, 1956, two young women on the dock held aloft a sign, read- 
ing, “Is This Trip Necessary?” 

32 . The peculiar ice shelves of the Antarctic, from which tabular, 
block-shaped icebei^s are bom, are the result of the Antarctic glacial 
cap pushing itself b^ond the limits of the land. One such ice barrier, 
the Ross Ice Shelf, occupies a water area about equal to the State of 
California. 

33 . The existence of Antarctica as a continent was not known 
until the middle of the 19th century, when Lieutenant (later Rear 
Admiral) Charles Wilkes, U.S. Navy, sailed halfway around it. The 
many landfalls seen by this expedition first determined the continental 
dimensions of Antarctica. 

34 . The Commonwealth Bay area in the Antarctic is believed to 
be the windiest region in the world. The mean velocity for July, 1913 
was 55.6 miles per hour. During the month of August, 1913, average 
velocity of 80.6 miles an hour was recorded over a 24 hour period, widi 
gusts momentarily reaching over 100 miles per hour. The calmest month 
was February, 1912, with an averse velocity of 26.2 miles per hour. 

35 . Bflls for tire creation of a permanent Antarctic Institute or 
Commission (to be known as the Richard E. Byrd Commission) in the 
United States have recently been introduced in both Houses of Con- 
gress. Their purpose is to foster and maintain continued American 
interest in the Antarctic. 

36 . Rear Admiral Richard E. Byrd, our late great polar explorer, 
was not only the first to fly over the South Pole, but was the first to live 
alone in the Antarctic. For five long, weary months, often ill from fumes 
from the stove, he lived in a small snow-covered hut, religiously talnng 
weather and temperature readings, sometimes with outside temperatures 
raiding to about 80® F. bdow zero. During all the tim^ his only con- 
tact with other humans was by a small hand-cranked radio to 
America, 123 miles distant 

37 . Objects hundreds of miles away sometimes may be seen clearly 
by the naked eye in the Antarctic. This peculiarity, known as looming, 
may have been responsible for a portion of sightings by early Antarctic 
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eq)Iorers. It is brought about by an atmospheric condition which mete- 
orologists term an inversion; warmer layers of air ©dst above colder ones 
and cause light rays from the object to the eye to be curved concavely 
downward towards the earth’s surface. 

38. Two American women, Mrs. Edith Ronne and Mk. Jennie 
Darlington, of Washington, D.C., participating in the Finn Ronne 
expedition of 1947-48, were the first women ever to spend a winter on 
the Antarctic Continent. With the original intention of returning to 
the United States from a South American port, both then decided to 
accompany their husbands aboard the expedition ship. The Port of 
Beaumont, on the voyage south to Antarctica. 

39. In their race to the South Pole, Roald Amundsen of Norway, 
setting out by dog team from his base, Framheim, in the Bay of Whales 
area (near the site of Little America I), reached the coveted goal on 
December 14, 1911. England’s famed polar explorer. Captain Robert 
Scott, hindered by the initial use of Siberian ponies, greater distances, 
unfavorable weather, and necessity to finally man-haul the sleds, ulti- 
mately attained the Pole from the McMurdo Sound area on January 
12, 1912. On the long journey back, Scott and his three companions 
perished. 

40. During the present International Geophysical Year, Antarc- 
tica, in spite of claims made, is regarded as a free area by all participat- 
ing nations. This principle has always been observed by the Unit^ 
States. It has never officially recognized the claims put forth by other 
nations but has reserved all its rights in the Antarctic. 

41. The first man to drop on the South Pole by parachute was 
Air Force Technical Sergeant Richard J. Patton, who volunteered for 
the feat in the hope of learning why some cargo parachutes carrying 
equipment had failed to open. 

42. The Antarctic region is usually regarded as that region en- 
closed by the Antarctic convergence, a twenty- to thirty-mile-wide zone 
in the sea where the cold, northward-flowing Antarctic waters sink be- 
neath the warmer waters of the sub-Antarctica. 

43. The mammoth, rubber-tired "Snow Cruiser,” transported to 
Antarctica on Rear Admiral Byrd’s 1939-41 expedition, was no doubt 
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the most interesting vehicle ever designed for polar travel. Its wheels 
could be raised into compartments inside so that it was able to slide 
down ridges on its belly ranners. It even carried a small plane on its 
roof. Besides living quarters for four men, it contained a machine shop, 
laboratories, and photographic and long-range radio facilities. Originally 
scheduled for the long overland snow trip to the South Pole and return, 
its power proved wholly inadequate and it never left Little America. 

44 . About 12,000 men, mainly from the countries of the British 
Commonwealth, Japan, Norway, and the U.S.S.R., go into Antarctic 
waters each year to hunt the whale. Besides the oil derived from these 
hills, the bone and meat are utilized to provide additional profit. 

45 . Colonize Antarctica? This is a question often asked. Propon- 
ents of Antarctic colonization say that coal deposits there would provide 
heat and power, and a large proportion of the food could be derived 
from the sea. Vegetables also could be produced in chemically treated 
water (hydroponics) during die long summer season. The isolation and 
rigorous climate, not to mention the tremendous cost of outside sup- 
port involved, may, however, discourage permanent colonization on this 
cold land mass. 

46 . In 1901 the first and only captive balloon ascension was made 
on the Antarctic Continent in the Ross Sea sector. England’s Scott went 
up almost 800 feet to observe what lay beyond the ice barrier to the 
south. 


47 . For the present International Geophysical Year, the United 
States has established five scientific stations, one scientific logistics sta- 
tion, and one joint scientific station (with New Zealand). These are 
located at: Kainan Bay (little America V), Marie Byrd Land (Byrd), 
South Pole (Amundsen-Scott), Knox Coast (Wilkes), Weddell Sea 
(Ellsworth), McMurdo Sound (McMurdo), and Cape Hallet (Hallet). 

48 . For the International Geophysical Year, Soviet Russia has 
established four bases, two coastal and two inland, in the Queen Mary 
coast sector (claimed by Australia). The Soviets have announced ir> 
tentions to erect two additional inland stations and effect coastal land- 
ings in the Amundsen and Bellingshausen Sea areas during the 1957-58 
season. These latter areas are not claimed at present any nation. 



Persond Postscript 


This book is ended and it is for my son Bengy, and I would say but tiiis 
for him to read when he is of age: 

I dedicate it to my son who is only three years old; and 
from whom I am parted on voyages of excitement too frighten- 
ing or too glorious for me to resist; but each one tears part of 
my heart away for I hate to be parted from him; and since he 
will one day ^ a man, I like to think that he will imderstand 
what is so hard to understand: that man is not only yes or no, 
hard or soft, sentimental or cynical, but a mixture, and that I, 
with all my faults, love to dream, and caimot hdp but dream, 
as I work for my living, and fight for my living; and in Antarc- 
tica I lived through its greatest drama and I did not leave the 
white desert untouched or unmoved by what I saw. 
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